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INTRODUCTION

Jean-Paul Hautecoeur
UNESCO Institute for Education

ALPHA 96: Basic Education and Work is the fourth publication in the
UNESCO Institute for Education’s ALPHA series, compiled as part of the
research programme on Literacy Strategies in Industrialized Countries. This two-
year programme of action-research aims to develop international intellectual
cooperation in the field of adult literacy, to support experimental socio-
educational practice, and to disseminate the research results to an
international readership. Such projects can only be conducted with the sup-
port of government partners and non-governmental organizations, and with
the voluntary collaboration of numerous researchers.

The subject of ALPHA 96: Basic Education and Work is obviously highly top-
ical, unlike that of ALPHA 94: Cultural Development in Rural Areas, which
might suggest that it was a piece of marginal dilettantism. Nonetheless, the
issues of the crisis of work, of resistance to loss of culture, of dislocation and
disqualification, and of the search for appropriate methods and forms of
organization to replace imposed training “provision”, as well as the major
issue of resistance to impoverishment through community initiatives, were to
be found throughout the earlier work, ALPHA 94. This volume, ALPHA 96,
is a logical progression, on a larger canvas and with a new team, of the same
approach to research based on a phenomenon of change: literacy.

In the title of ALPHA 96, Basic Education (“formation de base” in the orig-
inal French title) has replaced literacy. The change in terminology reflects
changes in usage and practice in the fragmented field of adult education. The
influence of economics and the priority given to work and employment jus-
tify the choice of education rather than literacy, which is restricted to the field
of sociolinguistics. Also, our critical approach obliged us to look for differ-
ent words to observe, reveal and name experimental and marginal social
practices which are, willingly or not, dissociated from dominant practice.
Amid the often unbearable problems of everyday life for the groups and
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2 ALPHA 9

individuals who are discussed in this volume, there is rarely any thought of
literacy. Literacy is a term used by professionals, politicians and pressure
groups, and has not become part of the vocabulary of citizens to whom it is
applied. As for literacy provision, in reality this only covers an infinitesimal
proportion of the population, despite the attempts of central bodies to
involve the huge numbers of people who are disqualified and discarded.

Basic education, as we understood it at the beginning of the research, means
something other than the education and training models and programmes
run by educational establishments, by companies and some voluntary asso-
ciations. Basic does not have the usual meaning of the initial skills on which
an educational curriculum can be based; nor does it mean minimal or prosaic
skills, as though seen from a superior position and as though there were
only one centre to the universe and one direction for history.

We understood basic education in the anthropological sense, analogous
to basic personality: a structure for assembling and transmitting knowl-
edge, a generative grammar of total exchange. And as a skill particular to
a group that was structuring its identity and transforming itself through
chance events, encounters with other cultures, and a number of individ-
ual wills.

This is decisively different from contemporary ideas of training. Usually,
education and training are prescribed when a person is judged by an external
observer, generally someone in a central or superior position, to be under-
qualified or unskilled. Education and training serve the purpose of
acculturation rather than enrichment of cultural capital. The political vocab-
ulary that gives rise to this is not deceptive: socialization, entry into
employment, employability, adaptability, flexibility, and so on. Basic educa-
tion is thus applied to outsiders who lack the basics, to reconstruct their
identities and give them a chance. Educators and trainers are expected at best
to rehabilitate and at worst to neutralize deviance, since they do not have
the objective conditions to improve the skills of the disqualified and help
them to participate in equal exchange. Evidence for this is to be found in
several monographs in this volume.

Our attitude is rather derived from a prejudice in favour of cultural differ-
ences, of curiosity about other practical forms of education and training
beyond the limits of the “single market”, and of a desire for reciprocal trans-
actions with partners or associates (not with “clients” or pupils). The basis of
exchange is found in the two-way movement of giving and counter-giving,
with value added on both sides in a relationship founded on solidarity rather
than domination or even “annihilation”.’ A good part of our task lies in dis-
covering this giving — this knowledge — in order to make contact, to enter
into a relationship and thus jointly to improve skills. We like to call this type
of work which links different and frequently unequal types of education and
training, cooperative research. One of the participants in this research venture
has summed it up thus: “Knowledge is already there. We just have to find it.”?
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OUR ATTITUDE IN THE PROJECT

The ALPHA 96 project was described as follows to potential collaborators:

“The object of the research is to understand what those who are called “illiterate”
(excluded from legitimate skills) set out to do in the world of work: their own strategies
of work, of getting into the market, of finding networks for the exchange of goods, ser-
vices, values and symbols, and of their strategies for organization and communication.
This ‘object” is to be described, observed and questioned. Instead of prescribing education
and training, we want to find information, elucidate knowledge and skills, reveal projects
and desires, make supportive links, strengthen partnerships, claim and defend rights.

We are in fact talking about cooperative research, action-research, implied research. This pre-
supposes both methodological distance and sociological proximity, which is feasible if we
recognize that the researchers are effectively on both sides — the educated and the illit-
erate — if we have suffered disqualification and contempt, and if we know that we can
renew our own skills with the help of the discarded. We can only make a common com-
mitment with the discarded of North and South by reference to a basic or participatory
model of democracy, which thus runs counter to the habits of imposed democracy.

Cooperative action-research consists in enabling exchange to take place in a dialectic of
reciprocity and a dynamic of change. How does this come about at the local level, among
varied projects and resources? With what results? How can it become more effective in
the practical search for solutions to the crisis of work?”?

The crisis of work is not restricted to the growing scarcity of jobs or to the
problems arising from chronic unemployment. It concerns the value of work,
its objective value on the money-based exchange market, and its subjective or
ethical value in postindustrial societies. The decline in the exchange value of
paid employment is less of a disaster than has often been suggested. It has
in fact obliged societies to conceive of a different division of work, to recog-
nize economic activities that had been illegitimate, and to open the field of
work to activities that are non-productive but are socially useful and even
vital from the point of view of the global economy.* It also forces individuals
and a growing number of groups to take initiatives and to look for indepen-
dent routes to survival that do not mean enrolling in some dead-end training
course or other. The potential for economic creativity is by no means
restricted to those with higher qualifications.

The erosion of the subjective value of work and the loss of its cultural and
social functions (identity, integration, participation) have consequences of
varying severity for individuals, for social cohesion, for the environment, and
“for a continuing world”.* It is better to measure the seriousness of the crisis
of work by crime statistics than by the rise in unemployment, or frequency
of labour disputes. The lifting of censorship in post-totalitarian countries
has provided confirmation, as has the fact that exclusion has become an
everyday phenomenon in the richest countries.

The economic consequence of the scarcity of jobs is poverty, which leads to
the development of a more or less illegal parallel labour market. But the col-
lapse of the economic structure also brings about a breakdown in the
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structure of poverty, nullifying the relationships of dependency, even para-
sitical dependency (reverse exploitation) which used to hold the parties
together. Exclusion destroys all existing contracts. In economic terms, it turns
the value of production upside down, so that it becomes destruction (as the
tinal stage of productionism). In terms of culture and social ecology, normal-
ized exclusion unveils chaos. One of the following chapters provides
testimony (M. HART, in a black ghetto in Chicago).

THE FIELD OF OUR RESEARCH

The field of our research is the area of variously degraded socio-economic
relationships: traditional situations of poverty, in which small groups of asso-
ciates are trying with the means at hand to survive economically; a situation
of advanced structural decay, in which intermediate organizations are try-
ing to rehabilitate the “survivors” on the basis of the remnants of their own
culture and of temporary, alternative ways of working; various other situa-
tions in which local groups are attempting to change their cultural capital and
traditional social training into new economic forms of organization on the
fringes of the dominant market.

The premise is the assumption that these individuals, groups and com-
munities have hidden abilities that are sufficient for the adaptation of some
traditional skills to present-day requirements of production and participation
in economic exchange. But also, that they should put their own (basic) cul-
tural education into these economic projects and shape them in light of the
constraints and choices of everyday life (working time, distance, equipping
of workplaces, division of work, sharing of profits, information and deci-
sions, etc.). The main hypothesis is that such varied initiatives within their
own contexts, are the beginnings of a solution not only to the crisis of work
but also to the unconstrained predominance of the single market, however
degraded may be the living conditions of the populations encountered.
Experience of chaos may lead to annihilation, but it can also be transformed
into refusal and resistance.

Such is the provocative, ambitious and (in the Nietzschean sense) joyous
gambile of the authentic research conducted by all the contributors to ALPHA
96. It is the antithesis of the “only way of thinking” (of neo-liberal ideology),
according to which the social and economic crisis of our time is a conse-
quence of the labour force not adapting to the new industrial environments,
and states not adapting their management of human resources and invest-
ment in education and training.

The aim of the research is to

¢ provide better documentation of the antithesis,

* find better arguments for criticism of current education and training policy and prac-
tice, and above all
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» reveal strategies for resisting what seems to be the “final stage” of capitalism as a
way of irrevocably destroying the planet’s resources.

We shall evaluate these strategies by their results, economic, monetary, but
also global, assessed by the value of their usefulness and their improvement
of the quality of life. We shall show clearly the education processes at work,
and the methods of transmitting and transforming knowledge in local prac-
tice. We shall estimate the potential transferability of such education for the
benefit of other local actors, outside educators and other partners involved.

QUESTIONS PROVOKING OUR RESEARCH

¢ To what extent does vernacular education succeed in adapting itself to the new
requirements of economic organization?

s To what extent can former solidarity change so that it becomes a part of new net-
works?

¢ How can intermediate organizations manage to improve both their performance and
that of their associates?

¢ Do these economic experiments really have the will and the power to open up new
paths in the face of the world crisis of work?

o Are they, as their protagonists maintain, repeated attempts to re-enter the one and
only labour market which lacks even the vaguest desire to change the imposed rela-
tionships of exchange?

* Does their potential for resistance apply particularly to the projects and the transver-
salist ideology which this cooperative research represents?

¢ If professionals choose to commit themselves to areas of exclusion and to experiment
with critical strategies there, does it harm the greater requirements for integration,
social recognition and the right to work?

¢ How can educators design such new interventions in communication and media-
tion?

* What methodologies and types of organization can make them rational and more
effective?

The team assembled for ALPHA 96 initially comprised more than 30 peo-
ple from 17 countries in Europe and North America: Albania, Belgium,
Bulgaria, Canada, the Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Hungary, Ireland,
Italy, Mexico, Portugal, Slovakia, Romania, Spain, Ukraine and the United
States. The policy of the UNESCO Institute for Education in this action-
research programme on literacy strategies in industrialized countries is to
make it possible for researchers from post-communist countries and other
regions to take part on an equal footing. At the end of this two-year venture,
a score of researchers in a dozen countries had completed their work, most of
which features in ALPHA 96.
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OUR METHOD OF WORKING

The project was coordinated by the project director at the UNESCO
Institute for Education, received the technical support of the Ministry of
Education of Quebec, and was conducted by distance methods between the
introductory seminars (one in each region, in Toronto and Bucharest, in
autumn 1994) and the synthesis seminar, in which all the authors were
invited to take part (Bratislava, spring 1995). The conclusion to this publica-
tion has been written on the basis of the questions raised and discussions
held during these seminars.*

The aims of the project were stated as follows:

1. To produce and disseminate a thorough study of the topic of ALPHA 96, Basic
Education and Work.

2. To help in developing, within the local projects, an international, cross-disciplinary
action-research approach.

3. To validate and promote these alternative experiences of work in marginalized,
peripheral areas, with the support of a cooperative network of researchers, profes-
sional workers and affiliated bodies.

4. To encourage revision of basic education policies associated with work, and of job cre-
ation programmes, in the interests of participation, support for community
development and renewal of total resources.

This volume contains 19 chapters divided into the following sections:

* Section One provides a critique of literacy ideology and of some current literacy prac-
tices in North America, revealing hidden abilities and other bases for alternative
design of educational intervention (S. Gowen, M. Hart, and J.P. Hautecoeur).

* Section Two documents the transition from traditional literacy and basic education
practices to workshops started by learner-workers (W. DesBrisay, M. Chourin,
D. Semenescu).

* Section Three brings together four basic education experiences which share a global,
community development approach but have different intervention strategies
(A. Rogojinaru, P. Ahern, ].G. Orgales, and A. Bocs).

¢ Section Four documents the transition from traditional work practices in rural areas
to new types of economic organization, which also involves broader projects of
regional development and a will of resistance to dislocation (E. Pieck, J. Carolino, E.
Fulkov4, and F. Balipap, D. Kovécs and E. Markolt).

¢ Section Five examines the education and training practised in a new type of socially

useful enterprise (L. Smeyers and D. Wildemeersch, ].M. Fontan and E. Shragge, and
J. Stummer).

* Section Six standing alone but speaking of solidarity, takes up again a monograph
which appeared in ALPHA 94, applying its critical approach to the relationship
between basic education and work in the postmodern context.” This illustrates the fer-
tile link between “bricolage” and the mass media or communications, which might well
replace the original title of ALPHA 96 (S. Hubik).
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The contents only account for some of the written evidence of our work.
There are other forms: memorable events such as the seminars and receptions
in the host countries, other publications, the creation of an association in
Slovakia inspired by ALPHA 96, new cooperative action-research networks
at national and inter-regional level, professional links, projects, and so on. A
sober publication such as ALPHA 96 unfortunately leaves out everything that
cannot be written in a book, in joyous contrast to our pious statements!
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Notes

1. Inan editorial article in the periodical Fortune, the task of enterprises in a period of post-
recession and restructuring is described as follows: “First get rid of jobs. Second, redesign the
organization (of the workplace) to get the best of the de-jobbed worker. A big task ... It will sep-
arate the survivors from the extinct.” “The End of the Job”, Fortune Magazine, 19 September
1994.

2. The report of the three seminars in the ALPHA 96 project will be published separately, in a
bilingual English-French edition, in the UIE Reports series of the UNESCO Institute for
Education.

3. Alpha 96 Literacy and Work/Formation de base et travail, bilingual English/French presentation
of the action-research project, UNESCO Institute for Education, 1994.

4. Bernard EME and Jean-Louis LAVILLE (eds.) Cohésion sociale et emploi, Paris, Desclée de
Brouwer, 1994; “Economie solidaire” dossier of the periodical Travail, no. 29, autumn 1993;
Bernard PERRET and Guy ROUSTANG, L’Economie contre la société, Paris, Seuil/Esprit,
1993.

5. This is a reference to a documentary made by Pierre Perrault, Michel Brault and Marcel
Carriére, Pour la suite du monde, Montreal, National Film Board, 1964. With the help of for-
mer fishermen, this film relives the ancient techniques and practices of porpoise fishing in the
Saint Lawrence River. It is a remarkable example of vernacular “basic education” rediscov-
ered and reconstituted on site and in reality, for mass broadcasting: local crafts and mass media.

UIE Report of the ALPHA 96 Seminars, UNESCO Institute for Education, 1996.

7. Stanislav HUBIK, “Television and literacy in the Czech Republic”, ALPHA 94, Montreal/
Hamburg, UNESCO Institute for Education, 1994, pp. 259-276.
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Chapter 1

HOW THE REORGANIZATION
OF WORK DESTROYS
EVERYDAY KNOWLEDGE

Sheryl Greenwood Gowen
Georgia State University, Atlanta USA

TOTAL QUALITY AND WORKPLACE LITERACY

The post-industrial, lean and mean workplace of late-twentieth century
America is the latest configuration of pure market capitalism. High
Performance, Total Quality, and Continuous Quality Improvement have
replaced Taylorism and Fordism as the organizing principles by which man-
agers attempt to order workers and work. In this “restructuring,” many
workers have lost their jobs while others have been relegated to temporary or
contractual labor (Parker, 1994). New jobs generally offer lower wages and
few benefits. In fact, some analysts (e.g. Reich, 1992) predict that the ratio of
secondary labor-market (low skills/low wages) jobs to primary labor-market
(high skills/high wages) jobs (Gittleman and Howell, 1993) may soonbe 4 to 1.

As the workplace changes, literacy and educational requirements have
also changed. The changes are complex, however, and serve not only as a
gate-keeping mechanism to reduce the number of workers “qualified” for
good jobs, but also to draw attention away from the fact that American labor-
ers are being relegated to a workplace underclass (See Drucker, 1993;
Faraclas, 1994; Gee and Lankshear, 1994; Gowen, 1995; Hull, 1993, Kazemek,
1991 for a more detailed discussion).

11
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In this chapter, I will discuss how shifts to “Total Quality Management”
and the co-occurring implementation of “Workplace Literacy” programs
have served to further marginalize and alienate two different communities of
workers. The first discussion is drawn from a larger study of a workplace
literacy program (Gowen, 1992). Here I will focus on Edward Stone, who
works as a housekeeping aide in a local public urban hospital and is also a
long-time member of the House of Prayer Church, Rib Shack, and Used Car
Lot. In the second study, I will describe the process and fundamental prob-
lems of designing and implementing a “workplace literacy” program for a
large corporation “moving towards Total Quality.”

It is not coincidental that the “literacy crisis” has occurred in tandem with
the reorganization of the workplace.

At the end of the nineteenth century, family-owned businesses, in
response to a series of crises from over-production, subsequent depressions,
declining profits, and mass reductions in wages, were restructured (similar in
magnitude, if not in content, to the “re-engineering” of the late twentieth cen-
tury workplace), into giant corporations. Two important characteristics of the
giant corporation were the creation and “scientific management” of mass
labor and the creation and media management (advertising) of mass con-
sumption. Frederick W. Taylor devised a system, generally referred to as
“Taylorism” or “Fordism,” to organize large numbers of the population into
efficient assembly line workers (Whyte, 1984). As we know, the assumption
behind Taylor’s method was that tasks should be broken down into their sim-
plest, least intellectually demanding forms. Workers then were trained to
perform these tasks with mechanical efficiency. i

In the Newtonian sense, workers literally became extensions of machines,
fine-tuning their individual skills to perfection. But Taylor’s methods were
more than simply prescriptions for performance. They were also part of a
sweeping social reorganization of the workplace that took both the applica-
tion of personal knowledge and the control of work away from workers and
placed both in the hands of professional, highly educated managers
(Clawson, 1980; Whyte, 1984). Thus Taylorism not only produced an effi-
cient workplace but also undercut indigenous communities of practice that
workers had relied upon up until that point. These informal communities of
practice were replaced by a hierarchy of high-wage, well-educated man-
agers overseeing pools of low-wage, high-turnover workers who needed
only basic educational skills to perform their work.

At the same time that the workplace was being reorganized, Ohmann
(1985:676) argues that the term “literacy” came to be used “as a mass noun
that isolated that ability [to read and write] from other human practices and
that referred to it as a measurable attribute of individuals, groups, or whole
societies”.

As the twentieth century unfolded, American educational and economic
policy came to rely more and more on standardized testing and measure-
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ment, which isolates human abilities apart from their social contexts and then
separates people according to those abilities. Important for the discussion
here, the polarization and xenophobia of the late nineteenth century (again
not unlike the late twentieth century), allowed literacy to be used as “the ana-
lytic division of people into measurable quantities, the attempt to modify
these quantities, the debate among professionals and political leaders over
what’s good for the poor...” (Ohmann, 1985:677).

Since the end of the 1970s technological advances in production and com-
munication have served to further diminish the informal communities of
practice that have survived despite industrialization. In addition, the
Taylorism of the early twentieth century had, by the beginning of the 1980s
lost its usefulness as a management framework. According to Drucker
(1993:54), management generally responded by trying to “patch” or tinker
with the system without making the needed fundamental changes. When this
didn’t work, management turned to “downsizing ... Management picks up a
meat-ax and lays about itself indiscriminately”. This, too, has resulted in
failure for many organizations.

Drucker argues that “Total Quality” means more than slashing programs
and jobs, but rather a “rethinking” of the organization and its mission. It is
theoretically possible, then, that “Total Quality” could mean changes to more
democratic workplaces with shared-governance and a closing of the deep
mistrust and misunderstandings between labor and management. Table 1
presents such a theoretical framework for a possible post-industrial rethink-
ing of the workplace (Bergquist, 1993; Covey, 1989; Senge, 1990; Watkins &
Marsick, 1993).

As we can see, unlike the industrial framework, whose emphasis is on
technology, the bottom line, and short-term goals, in the above theoretical
post-industrial framework, the emphasis would be on an integration of social
and technical systems that make the human aspects of work dominant over
the mechanical and technical aspects. Theoretically, in this new model, work-
ers would be valued as members of a democratic community committed to
long-term achievement based on continuous learning, shared problem-
solving, and participatory management. Some of the strategies generally
recommended to accomplish this transformation include programmatic
changes such as cross-training, chain-of-customers, and just-In-Time (JIT)
inventories as well as more organizational changes, such as becoming a “learn-
ing organization,” with flattened hierarchies and worker “empowerment”.

Ideally, the current call to reinvent the workplace could provide an oppor-
tunity to revitalize the values of communities of practice that industrialism
and colonialism destroyed (Butler, 1965; Schumaker, 1979; Steady, 1989). It
could also be the springboard to more equitable and democratic methods of
compensation that would shrink gross disparities between workers and
management.
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Table 1
ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES

INDUSTRIAL ORGANIZATION POST-INDUSTRIAL ORGANIZATION

Technical systems are of primary importance | Social and technical systems are interdependent

Workers extend the work of machines Workers facilitate & compliment the work of
machines
Workers are interchangeable parts in a Workers are primary and limited resources

mechanical system

Work consists of narrow, discrete categories | Work consists of a wide repertoire of skills
of skills

Control is in the hands of management Control is shared and is embodied in
hierarchy and is embodied in rules and problem-solving processes and participatory
procedures management

Short-term goals and low-risk taking Long-term goals and innovation

Resources are directed exclusively towards Resources are directed towards integrating
achieving “bottom line” goals “bottom line,” individual, and social goals.
Work and workers are competitive Work and workers are cooperative

But in reality, these programmatic and organizational changes have fallen
far short of any real redistribution of power, which is abhorrent to most of
American business and industry. As Lakes (1994:110) has observed about
the current problems facing vocational education:

....educational policymakers are operating under a false assumption that schooling

youths for so-called high performance settings will heighten workers’ organizational

commitment to the firm. Students may receive an education in symbolic-analytic skills for

postindustrial settings, but the curriculum hardly advances the moral claims of shared
labor and worker “ownership”.

American workplace restructuring has been circumscribed by a
labor/management “great divide” that assigns knowledge to management
and assigns ignorance to workers. While the discourse of Total Quality
includes a strong emphasis on worker empowerment and flattened hierar-
chies, some experts predict that only about five per cent of all workplaces
actually accomplish those ends (Huey, 1994). Few large corporations have
moved towards the real empowerment of workers (Huey, 1994, maintains
that Levi-Strauss, Gore-Tex, and Ben & Jerry’s are exceptions), which requires
democratic workplaces with shared governance. And the current political
climate suggests that any reform of the labor laws towards more equal dis-
tributions of power (e.g. the recommendations of the Dunlop Commission) is
highly unlikely.
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As Juravich (1985:151) observed:

As we have seen at National {the company Juravich studied], quality and productivity are
not by far simple nor superficial issues, but instead are deeply rooted in a management
style that continues to grow away from an understanding of or concern with worker’s
shop-floor knowledge. No program, no matter how innovative or new, will be success-
ful unless it addresses this fundamental relationship between workers and managers.

While management wants workers to become more “empowered” to
make decisions and solve problems, they generally still want ultimate control
over the content of those decisions and solutions. So, the question they are
really asking is: How do you “empower” workers to increase their skills in
order to increase corporate profits? Rather than say, how do you “empower”
workers to increase their skills to reshape the distributions of power for a
more democratic workplace? What kind of “literacy” does the former kind of
“empowerment” require? It would seem that the “docility certificate” that
Erickson describes (1984) is much more likely to accomplish those ends than
say the “critical literacy and civic courage” of Giroux (1984). Thus the notions
of “empowerment” and “participation” are limited.

Gee and Lankshear (1994) and Kunda (1992) argue that the current interest
in workplace literacy is actually an effort of conversion to a particular set of
cultural behaviors and beliefs that workers do not already possess. This is
clearly a role that literacy has played across American history and particu-
larly in other workplace literacy programs (Apple, 1990; Bowles & Gintis,
1976; Fingeret, 1984; Gee, 1989; Gowen, 1992; Graff, 1987; Kazemek, 1988).
These behaviors and beliefs define membership in a “corporate community
that includes rules for behavior, thought and feeling, all adding up to what
appears to be a well-defined and widely shared ‘member role’. (Kunda, 1992,
p. 7). Thus the concept of workplace literacy does not necessarily refer only to
a set of skills, but to a much more complex and tacit set of beliefs that align
the worker with the goals of the company and serve to control his or her
actions.

As Gee and Lankshear (1994:18) have recently observed:

They [managers] face a paradox in that they want workers to experience in meaningful

ways a sense of autonomous decision-making, choice, and self-directedness. At the same

time, for organizational goals to be met it is necessary that workers make “the right deci-

sions/choices” and take “the right directions” so far as their workplace learning is
concerned.

One sure sign that American business is unwilling to tackle the difficult
task of deep-level restructuring is its tendency to blame workers’ literacy lev-
els for the problems it encounters competing in the global marketplace. The
general argument goes that in order to convert from industrialized models
of workplace organization to these “new” workplace structures, fewer work-
ers are needed and most workers do not currently possess the skills to
function effectively in these “new” settings. While I clearly recognize the
need for and strongly support increased investment in on-going and com-
prehensive worker education, I believe that many entry-level workers
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already possess many of the skills needed in more participatory work orga-
nizations, and that management is unable, because of its privileged and
isolated position in the hierarchy, to recognize this.

Not surprisingly, most of the research on high performance work organi-
zations draws on case studies from those countries that are most
economically successful. Japan, Germany, and Norway are often sighted as
three of the most successful countries in reorganizing work and workers.
But there is little research that looks at local, small scale examples of effec-
tive organizations. Because these organizations often occur in working-class
and poor, marginalized groups they are never even considered as models
from which we might learn more about what it means to live and work pro-
ductively in a community. There is little recognition, for example, that the
poor and the working class have knowledge and skills that help them survive
conditions that the more privileged of us could never withstand.

Moreover, the participatory practices and more equitable distributions of
both power and wealth that have worked well in countries such as Norway,
for example, do not fit the hierarchical organization of management and the
concentration of wealth as they have evolved in the United States. This lies
at the heart of the issue with any move towards “high performance” that is
mandated on a large scale from the top down. Power that is “given” to work-
ers by management is not real power, but an effort to usurp workers’ real
autonomy and power to the benefit of the company.

In addition, as Brandau and Collins (1994) have recently observed, work in
the formal economy requires standardization of performance. This standard-
ization of performance runs counter to true worker empowerment and
autonomy, which would include at least the possibility of variation in per-
formance to achieve new ways to excellence, and explains why many
workers have developed a deep mistrust for any movement towards “high
performance” or “Total Quality” in the workplace.

The notion of standardization as a characteristic of mainstream work
would also help explain the national perception of need for literacy training,
which, as it is taught in functional contextual programs, serves to standard-
ize workers’ language and textual practices, thereby reducing autonomy,
creativity, and community.

HIGH PERFORMANCE IN THE HOUSE OF GOD

With this general background in place, let’s visit the House of God Rib
Shack and Used Car Lot, a religious organization whose membership
includes many marginalized workers perceived by their employers (as well
as the broader society) to be illiterate and unskilled. In this visit, we will focus
on Edward Stone, who works as a housekeeping aide in a local public
hospital.
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The House of God is located on the corner of a busy street in the heart of
the working class African American community in Bayside, on the gulf coast
of the southeastern United States. On sunny days, the well-dressed congre-
gation will gather under the trees to eat ribs, visit, tell tales, talk junk, watch
children play and maybe think about buying a car. The House of God, to my
mind, exhibits many of the principles of a Total Quality workplace. Table 2
compares these two structures.

There are several aspects of the organization of the House of God that
lead me to this interpretation. First, the hierarchy is very flat. There is a min-
ister, of course, and he leads the services. But he has a lot of help. His nine
children are all a part of the service as well, as is every adult over the age of
about 16. And while he stands in the front and preaches, this does not prevent
other members of the congregation from joining in, either by singing, testi-
fying, or speaking in tongues. The service is rarely about one man at a
podium speaking to his congregation. Instead, there is action at all levels,
participation, autonomy, and creativity.

Table 2
COMPARISON OF THE STRUCTURES OF A TOTAL QUALITY
WORKPLACE & THE HOUSE OF GOD

POST-INDUSTRIAL
WORK ORGANIZATION

HOUSE OF GOD
RIB SHACK AND USED CAR LOT

PRODUCTION PROCESS

* Variety

¢ Involvement

» Elimination of waste by streamlining

CHURCH SERVICE

* Variety
* Involvement of all for mutual satisfaction
¢ Little or no waste due to limited resources

WORKPLACE STRUCTURE
» Participatory

* Management as coach
» Workers as “partners in prosperity”
¢ Worker as whole person

» Worker's job to improve whole process

¢ Emphasis on problem-solving
* Improvement the driving factor

CHURCH STRUCTURE

* Participatory

» Little hierarchy

* Profits from Rib Shack and used Car Lot
go to support Church

¢ All members are respected and all members
contribute according to their abilities

* Members are whole persons, not just those
who tithe

* Members contribute on all levels

¢ Members contribute on all levels

* Emphasis is on problem solving

* Inventive, new ways constantly integrated
into the service

* Peak spiritual experience is the driving force
of the church service

EDUCATION AS ACTION

¢ Cross-training as well as specific roles

RELIGION AS ACTION

 Cross-participation as well as specific roles
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Moreover, each member plays a variety of parts (in the discourse of high
performance they are “cross-trained”). They play in the band, sing in the
choir, collect the tithe, and help with the Bible reading. They watch the chil-
dren and clean the bathrooms. While there are deacons and members of the
Prayer Board, even these roles are not rigidly defined. For example, the chair-
woman of the prayer board also serves refreshments like red velvet cake,
coffee, soft drinks, and sausage and biscuits in the basement between Sunday
School and church. The pastor’s oldest daughter assists him with the scrip-
ture reading. Sometimes he reads and she repeats or answers. Other times she
reads and he interprets. Sometimes they read together. Sometimes the whole
congregation chimes in, sometimes not.

Within the House of God, Edward Stone is a valued and important mem-
ber. His skill with video and audio equipment enables him to tape each
church service for members who wish to hear or see the performance again at
home. Mr. Stone sets up the equipment carefully before each service, and
puts it all away each Sunday afternoon. Other members make copies of the
tapes and sell them for a small fee to members and guests. Mr. Stone’s skills
are an important resource in the small church community.

Many times, Mr. Stone also helps with the cars that the church buys and
sells. He is one of a number of men in the congregation who helps repair
and market these cars. There is never a very large inventory of cars—usu-
ally one is located and repaired for a specific customer (an example of
just-in-time [JIT] method of inventory control). When someone from the com-
munity needs a car and is short on money, it is possible to barter goods and
services with the church in exchange for the car.

Mr. Stone’s wife Sheila and her sisters work in the Rib Shack. They spend
a great deal of time arguing and tasting and readjusting—making sure the
sauce is just right and the meat is tender. Because many of their customers are
also members of their congregation, they are especially invested in the qual-
ity of the goods they produce. Because they each take such pride in their
work, they become critics and customers themselves, producing fine food for
one another as well as for the community. In the language of high perfor-
mance, these women have organized themselves as a “chain of customers” to
insure a superior product.

The House of God sanctuary is located on a corner lot, but it also shares
its space with the Rib Shack and the Car Lot. The space taken up by all three
enterprises is much smaller than that taken up by most of the other churches
in Bayside. This efficient use of space is similar to Whyte’s (1992) analysis of
the Japanese use of space in the manufacturing process. He argues that it is
their efficient use of both human and material resources that make Japanese
industries more economical than American counterparts.

The members of the House of God also have avoided a great deal of
administrative procedure, bypassed the need for secretarial staff and tech-
nology, and thus kept costs low by not relying on print materials to relay
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information. In this setting, print materials would be an added layer of
bureaucracy rather than a useful tool for communicating. For example, in the
church service, there is no written text to direct the people in the production
of the service. There are no hymnals, no bulletins, no print materials to mark
the steps or to organize information. The service, rather than a series of seg-
mented pieces, flows from one event to another, with events often
overlapping one another.

This obvious lack of text serves to emphasize the presence of the one true
text, the Bible. In the House of God, the Bible is the single focal point for read-
ing and discussion. Nearly all members carry one with them to each service.
Mr. Stone, for example, carries a full-sized King James version in a rich brown
leather case. Inside the case are yellow highlighters, blue ink pens and number
2 pencils to mark and comment on the pieces of text that form the basis of each
Sunday School lesson and church service. The efficiency of only one text in the
service seems to emphasize its importance and draws the congregation closer
together as they read, respond, and mark together the words of God.

Members of the House of Prayer cannot, however, explain to me exactly
how they know when to do something or exactly what to do—when to start
singing, for example, or which part of the scripture to read aloud. They tell
me they just know it. They don’t need or want a set of instructions written out
for them because this would only serve to detract from their activity. There
is no rehearsal, no list of procedures, only performance that shifts in subtle
ways to match the mood of the group (see Heath,1993, for a description of
similar “church knowledge” in Trackton). In other words, there is no
administratively determined agenda that prescribes the behaviors of the con-
gregation. Rather, the rules of performance are negotiated and re-negotiated
by the members of the church community at each church service.

While these behaviors are different from “mainstream” church services,
they are clearly not examples of “pre-literate” knowing. Many members of
the congregation are quite literate and read a variety of texts for a variety of
purposes. Rather than a compensation for low literacy, it is an efficient way of
getting the work of the church done — the work of creating a meaningful,
artistic product crafted with love and caring — a peak spiritual experience
within a community of believers. It is a way of knowing characterized by
intuition and creativity rather than by a set of steps. It is also a way of know-
ing that bears little resemblance to the hierarchical, linear, controlled,
segmented, non-participatory, industrial church services I am more accus-
tomed to.

Some of the members of the House of God hold decent jobs as teachers or
as supervisors in state and local government or public service organizations.
A few own small businesses. But most are part of the soon-to-be 80 per cent
of the American workforce, stuck in entry level jobs or temporary work gen-
erally in settings that offer little opportunity to apply the skills and
knowledge they display consistently within their church community.
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In order to understand the disparity between the work environment and
other community-based organizations in which marginalized workers like
Edward might participate, let us move to Mr. Stone’s workplace, the hospi-
tal where he is a housekeeping aide. The Housekeeping Department at
Bayside Hospital is staffed exclusively by African American women and
men. There are a few white supervisors. Here Mr. Stone performs a job that
is considered entry-level for wages that place him below the poverty line.
While he does have benefits, without a GED or high school diploma, he has
no opportunity for promotion or for an increase in pay. His supervisor, a
white woman, believes that he is “slow” and cannot make decisions or think
critically. She expects him to work for her in silence, never questioning what
she says or does. Some of Mr. Stone’s co-workers who have spoken out about
issues at work have been fired, as have some of those who have successfully
passed portions of their GED test. A few of Mr. Stone’s co-workers drink or
smoke reefer on the job, and live from pay day to day off to pay day. Many
others are quite functional on the job, but see no opportunity for better work,
and remain in the same positions for years.

In 1989, with the help of a team of university researchers, King Memorial
offered literacy classes for these workers. In conceptualizing workplace prob-
lems in terms of literacy, hospital management did what Senge (1990) terms
“burden shifting”. That is, it mistook deep-seated problems with the distrib-
ution of power, privilege, and wages for literacy problems, and assumed
that some education would improve workers’ productivity and performance.

After the workplace literacy classes ended and very few employees had
been promoted to higher jobs or had earned any new credentials, workers
expressed bitterness and disappointment. Many of the employees in the
workplace literacy program resisted the paternalistic forms of management
and the glass ceilings inherent in the hospital. The job-based curricula did
little to address those issues, but rather encouraged workers to more fully
adapt to the organizational structure of the hospital. As a result, workers
often acted incompetent or illiterate as their single means of maintaining
any control over their work.

The problems at the hospital were not addressed by literacy classes. In fact,
in some ways the classes made the problem worse because in defining the
problem as literacy, the underlying causes of worker alienation were never
addressed. Thus, workers like Mr. Stone did not change their behavior sig-
nificantly, and management believed that these workers were even more
“hopeless” than before.
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MOVING TOWARDS TOTAL QUALITY
AT EMERALD MANUFACTURING

Travelling northeast from Bayside and into a bordering state, we come to
the small community of Piney Woods at the foot of the Appalachian
Mountains. For two years [ have conducted participatory action research
(Whyte, 1992) at Emerald Manufacturing, a company that describes itself as
“moving towards Total Quality”. Three graduate students, one in educational
psychology, one in applied linguistics, and one in vocational education, and I
have assisted Emerald Manufacturing’s top management team in its goals
of conducting a literacy task analysis, developing an assessment protocol to
measure the skills workers actually use on the job, and developing curricula
for an education program for the approximately 1,200 employees at its
various plants around southeast.

Through the use of participant observation, focus groups, in-depth inter-
views, and the examination of massive volumes of print materials, our
research team has attempted to understand and document the actual liter-
acy skills workers use to perform their jobs and to find out what skills
workers are interested in and feel they might benefit from improving.

We have also tried to understand how workers feel about their work and
how this effects their performance. We have conducted extensive formal and
informal interviews with them about their goals, their schooling and work
experiences, and their hopes for the future. While I do not claim that the
workers at Emerald Manufacturing are representative of all workers, I do
believe that many of the situations these workers encounter, their perceptions
of competence, and their skepticism about literacy training and high perfor-
mance workplaces have relevance for a broader discussion on literacy and
the workforce. \

The work these men do is the hard physical work of heavy industry. All
of the 44 employees we have observed and interviewed are native-born
males. Thirty-five per cent are African American; 65 per cent are white. Most
of them have worked at the same jobs all their adult lives. Many of them
began work right out of high school, others before finishing high school.
Few of those who did not finish high school have returned to complete a
GED. None of them is currently enrolled in any training or educational pro-
gram either at the workplace or in the community.

At this workplace, we observed literacy and language use as falling into
two distinctly different spheres: 1) those skills needed to perform daily work
assignments and 2) those skills needed to understand and interact with the
infrastructure that surrounds and supports the work.

In the first sphere, that of the daily job tasks, print is used very rarely, espe-
cially for problem solving and communicating. Rather, the first sphere might
be what Zuboff (1988:72) has described as “action-centered”; that is “a world
in which things were immediately known, comprehensively sensed, and able
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to be acted upon directly”. (It also strongly resembles the “action-centered”
performance I observed at the House of God.) In this domain, there is little
need for text. And little text is displayed in this first domain at Emerald. We
were struck, in our first visit to the site, at how little print was on display in
any of the work areas. In the employee break room, for example, there is the
required notice from OSHA concerning health and safety regulations and
that is all. The date on the notice is 1982.

In the maintenance shop, the repair manuals for all of the equipment are
stored randomly on a set of floor-to-ceiling shelves. The manuals and the
shelves are covered with a thick layer of dust, suggesting that these manuals
are rarely, if ever, removed from their places. We never observed any of the
employees in the shop referring to the manuals as they repaired equipment.
The repair manuals that we borrowed initially from the maintenance shop
foreman were never missed. We also never observed them using calculators,
which were available to each employee, and could be used to perform some
of the work tasks. We did, however, observe them talking almost constantly,
either face-to-face or over the CB radios and telephones as they work. They
talk about problems to be solved, about work to be done, repairs to be made,
equipment to be upgraded. The work is performed in a rich mix of informal
oral communication that serves to organize time, space, and activity.

When problems occur, workers must communicate and problem-solve
quickly, without what they rightly believe is the much slower step of con-
sulting print materials for solutions to problems. The most important
resources in emergencies are co-workers and “common sense”. When equip-
ment needs repair, which is often, workers rely on their hearing, their vision,
their experience, and their creativity to tell them what is wrong and what
must be fixed. The more novice workers rely on and respect the knowledge of
the older and more experienced workers to know what is wrong and to
suggest strategies for repair.

During the work day we also heard funny stories, dirty jokes, inventive
swearing, and imaginative gossip. This creative use of language serves other
important purposes in the workplace. Trading stories operates as a kind of
gift-exchange. It cements relationships and develops intimacy. In addition,
much of the work is monotonous and extremely repetitive. Telling jokes and
gossiping add interest to what can otherwise become a very dull and tiring
routine.

In this workplace, a sense of community (or more accurately communities)
runs quite deep. Many of the workers are related to one another, and the
jobs have been handed down in the family from father to son. Actually, there
are two communities, the African American and the white. There is not, how-
ever, a strong sense of loyalty across ethnicity except when outsiders appear.
We observed this in response to our initial presence at the plant and even
more clearly in a solid, and typically southern, resistance to unionization. Not
surprisingly, one of the goals of the company is to remain “union free”. But
most of the workers also echo these sentiments, believing union organizers to
be “outsiders who cause trouble”. In this company, intrusion from outsiders
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is seen as a threat to the balance of the workplace community. And any intro-
duction of print-based education and training is also seen by many front-line
workers as an unnecessary intrusion that would interfere with the rich oral
communication they use effectively and with great skill. In summary, in the
sphere of performing daily job tasks, workers rely on oral communication,
speaking, listening, making jokes, and telling stories to convey information,
solve problems, and maintain relationships.

In many other workplaces and communities that have been studied in
depth (e.g. Baba, 1991; Darrah, 1992; Herndl, Fennel, & Miller, 1991; Hull,
Schultz, Jury, & Ziv, 1993; Jacob, 1986; Kusterer, 1978; Lave, 1986; Mikulecky
& Drew, 1991; Robotham, 1992; Scribner, 1985; Scribner & Sachs, 1991;
Shaiken, 1984) text is interpreted and negotiated and sometimes simply
ignored by workers as they talk about and collaborate in shared problem-
solving and in getting work done. Moreover, it is important to note that this
collaboration is indigenous rather than imposed by management as part of
a shift to “teamwork” and “high performance.”

But within the second sphere, those skills needed to understand and inter-
act with the infrastructure that orders and controls the work, the print
environment takes a decidedly different turn. This sphere requires skills sim-
ilar to what Zuboff has termed the “intellective skills” (1988: 76) of abstraction,
inference, and procedural reasoning. In this study, we defined the print infra-
structure as: 1) record-keeping activities based on the raw data provided from
amount of goods produced each day, frequency and duration of down-time,
accident reports, scheduling of maintenance and repairs 2) memos, flyers, and
brochures from the central office designed to create and enforce rules, relay
information about these to each employee, ensure legal protection for the com-
pany, and assign responsibility for downtime and accidents.

Most of the infrastructure-related print materials are fed into, stored, ana-
lyzed, and regenerated by a computer by the three white women in the office.
These three women use “intellective skills” and also serve as border agents,
keeping all records of production and sales of materials, time sheets, accident
reports, down-time reports, payroll, and benefits claims, and passing this
information between employees and the central office. This parallels the fam-
ily distributions of literacy activities in the community. The male workers
who lived with female partners all reported in interviews that their partners
did the banking and record keeping and they did the physical labor. Literacy
can be women’s work when it is not valued as much as physical work.

The culture of Emerald Manufacturing privileges action-centered skills
over intellective skills in many ways. One of the four supervisors at the site
has only a fourth grade education and has fairly limited print-literacy skills.
But he is considered to be the best supervisor of the four. He is considered a
competent, intelligent man and is assigned the most difficult areas of the pro-
duction process to oversee. The other employees respect him as much as
management does.
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In addition, hourly wages are higher for physical labor than for print labor.
Truck drivers make more than office workers. And truck drivers also make
more than the maintenance men, who actually need more procedural knowl-
edge and a wider range of problem solving skills to perform their work. The
company has not reorganized the pay scale successfully to motivate workers
to enhance “intellective skills”. And there is very little room for advancement
at the plant because the hierarchy is already very flat. One plant manager, four
supervisors, three office workers, and 44 front-line workers. After a worker
has topped out at the pay level for his or her job, there is nowhere to go and no
possibility of making more money, other than the annual across-the-board
cost-of-living increases and overtime. In keeping with the privileging of the
physical and oral over the print-symbolic, overtime is possible only for front-
line workers and foreman, not for office workers.

Print at the upper-level managerial positions is generally used for rule-
making, legal protection, and control. Memos, for example, are often used to
silence rather than to convey information. Information that needs to be
shared, on the other hand, is discussed in meetings, or conveyed over long
distances by telephone (all managers have voice mail) or by hand-written
Fax; these are the preferred ways for management to communicate. Memos
that are word-processed, however, set boundaries, make rules, and repri-
mand. One important function is to determine the causes of downtime and its
relationship to productivity. For example, unscheduled down-time due to a
failure to properly maintain equipment is calculated in the plant’s produc-
tivity measures while down-time due to high winds knocking out the
electricity is not. Unlike other workplaces I have studied, however, the vol-
ume of memos and rules is relatively small and the reliance on and
privileging of oral communication much more wide-spread.

But the quality of oral communication changes dramatically in formal
settings such as “presentations” and plant-wide meetings. In these settings,
there is very little effective communication up or down the hierarchy. The
conversation is generally dominated by superiors from the district office.
Workers rarely ask questions, but either stare at or never make eye contact
with the person doing the talking, fidgeting just enough to show they would
rather be back at work or on a break or anywhere other than in a meeting.
During informal gatherings, however, the tenor changes, and the front-line
workers, the foremen, and managers can tell jokes and talking-dog stories
with amazing ease.

In-depth interviews with front-line workers indicate a solid skepticism
about the immediate economic benefits of increasing their print-literacy.
Some believe that if the company succeeds in increasing their skills, they
will simply be worked harder. More than one employee confided that he
currently acts like he knows a lot less than he really does because if he acts too
knowledgeable “they’ll just try to work me to death”. In a workplace that is
already physically draining, more work is not an incentive for workers to
enhance their skills.
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By far the most complex print materials in this workplace are found in
the ever-changing benefits package, which has proven difficult if not incom-
prehensible even for our research team to understand. Readability levels for
these materials range from 14th to 16th grade level. In fact, the most press-
ing need for print-literacy skills in this workplace is not to perform work,
but to understand what the employee benefits are and how to utilize them.
For example, the company has recently instituted a plan that requires work-
ers to have prescriptions filled by mail and that they enroll in HMO options
and/or life insurance over the phone. In the first two months, workers at
this plant have made serious errors in doing both of these things, which has
resulted in frustrated, angry workers who feel taken advantage of by the
company. One worker complained, “This is just some new way to screw us.
They save money when they make it so complicated that no one will use it”.
Not too long ago, one foreman’s wife died. The foreman thought that he had
enrolled in a life insurance plan for her and himself over the phone. But the
task proved too abstract, too decontextualized from concrete reality for him.
Right after he buried his wife he discovered that he had not followed the
phone instructions properly and had no coverage on either himself or his
wife.

THE DIFFICULTY OF ASSESSMENT

After six months of field research, we reluctantly developed a skills assess-
ment to use with front-line workers. We were reluctant, because we knew
that we could not develop any paper and pencil measure that would accu-
rately capture and assess the skills workers were actually using to perform
their jobs. Rather than use a decontextualized, standardized test like the
TABE, the ABLE, or the CASIS, we based the assessment tasks on actual
workplace scenarios and print materials such as time sheets, newsletters from
the central office, the Safety Brochure, paychecks, and the benefits package.
We assessed oral communication and problem solving skills by using tape-
recorded oral interviews and the abstract and symbolic skills of reading,
writing, and computation by using a printed assessment. As we conducted
the individual assessments (which were kept confidential and only reported
as aggregate data to management) of each worker we discovered that while
most workers had considerable oral communication and problem-solving
skill, 23 per cent of the workers could neither read nor write beyond the most
rudimentary of levels and could not perform any more than the simplest of
whole number operations. They were also uncomfortable using a calculator.
Another 61 per cent could read, write, and perform mathematical opera-
tions at the rough equivalent of a fifth grade education and were fairly
comfortable using a calculator.

Management was stunned. They strongly believed that increasing liter-
acy skills was a necessary step in reaching their goal of moving towards Total
Quality, but they had no idea how “unskilled” their employees actually were.
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This is because, as we reminded them, in the execution of their daily tasks,
these employees were far from “unskilled”. Many of the employees who
could neither read nor write well were quite skilled in oral communication
and problem-solving, and had high scores in that area. Most (but not all) of
them were quite competent at what they did. Moreover, there was little rela-
tionship between managerial perceptions of an employee’s work-related skill
and the employee’s actual performance on the skills assessment. There was
also no positive correlation between years of schooling and performance on
the skills assessment. The data confirm that paper and pencil assessments
were not highly correlated to the actual performance of the “same” skills.

Another problem that occurred as a result of the assessment was that man-
agement began to see a “crisis” where none had seemed to exist before.
Workers previously thought to be competent were now suspected of being
“illiterate”. As a participatory action-research team we have worked hard to
convince management that their original perceptions of competence, in terms
of performance of work tasks, were perhaps more accurate that the results
of the assessment. Management has begun to realize that improving work
performance will not occur as a direct result of enhanced reading, writing,
and numeracy skills, but will require a much more comprehensive approach.
This approach must include a better understanding on the part of manage-
ment of the skills and knowledge their workers already possess. It must also
include a better understanding of the deeply embedded power relations that
drive productivity and commitment much more so than any literacy skills
ever will.

CONCLUSIONS

I do not presume that the people at the House of God or at Emerald
Manufacturing represent all American workers, and thus I make no claims
for the generalizability of the data. I do, however, believe that these two sto-
ries raise important themes that should be considered in any discussion
about worker education in the United States. In some ways both the hospi-
tal where Mr. Stone works and the Emerald Plant are unique. They are both
situated in the southeastern US, in neighboring right-to-work states. Thus
unions were weak at the hospital and non-existent at the plant. Neither site
employed non-native English speakers, an anomaly when compared to
national trends. At both work sites, literacy served as the “mule” for issues of
power that management could not (or did not want to) see, and was thus
unable (or unwilling) to address. At both work sites, workers developed
effective communities of practice that management could not recognize, did
not value, and, in the case of Emerald, would undercut with the introduc-
tion of technology that takes knowledge away from workers and puts it into
machines.

Most troubling is the way that literacy educators can be co-opted into
extending the undercutting of worker knowledge by focusing on “functional-
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context” workplace literacy programs. When worker education becomes “the
hand-maiden of job training” (Mezirow, Darkenwald, & Knox, 1975:141),
those who develop curricula seem especially prone to reinforce this techni-
cal model of learning. Within this paradigm, competence becomes the ability
to perform like a machine and enhance productivity at the cost of creativity.
Models of work, literacy, and competence that focus on these rote tasks do lit-
tle to recognize and celebrate the skills and abilities workers already possess.
They do nothing to tap into their rich store of knowledge about performance,
about community, and ironically about technical expertise. Mr. Stone cleans
the floors because he doesn’t have a high school diploma or a GED, and so
the skills he does possess are rendered invisible because the hospital will
not promote him, or any one else, without the proper credential (docility
certificate)? But American educators do not always ask why marginalized (by
race, class, or gender) adults who manage to lead productive, rich lives out-
side of the workplace are relegated to the lowliest of jobs in the labor market.

In blaming the worker for the problems of industry and the consequences
of a feral economy, those in positions of power are able to maintain those
positions, even at the risk of national decline. This defensive response is all
too common in management. While many managers recognize that the work-
place needs to change, blaming workers’ illiteracy avoids the risk of
embracing new workplace structures that decentralize power, eliminate the
privilege of rank and status, and redistribute wealth. While it is exactly this
process of decentralization that has made Japanese and Scandinavian indus-
try highly efficient, it is a process American industry, with its own cultural
codes about technology and work, often resist (Whyte, 1992).

In addition, in blaming workers for being deficient, the reality that there
are no longer good jobs available for much of the workforce is not addressed.
The reality is that even if workers were to suddenly become highly literate,
there would not be jobs enough to match their skill and knowledge. For
example, according to statistics recently released from the Labor Department
and the Citizens for Tax Justice (Noble, 1994): There are more full-time work-
ers whose salaries do not provide a livable wage than in any other
industrialized country (p. F 21). Aside from economic productivity, the social
and personal consequences of an absence of decent work are enormous
(Schleuning, 1990). Even though the current administration has made job cre-
ation a top priority, the jobs created are often without benefits, and are for
lower pay than displaced workers received.

Moreover, there is a widening gap in the standard of living between
wealthy Americans and the rest of the population. The top one percent has
enjoyed a 100+ percent increase in income over the last two decades and the
next four percent has experienced a respectable 20+ percent increase. On the
other hand, the remaining 95 percent of the population has not been so for-
tunate. Thirty-five percent have experienced only a slight increase of no more
than 10 percent in real income. Most troubling, 60 percent of the population
has experienced a reduction of up to 10 percent in real income over the same
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time period. While recent research (Kirsch, Jungeblut, Jenkins & Kolstad,
1993) suggests a strong correlation between worker literacy as measured by
the NALS (National Adult Literacy Survey) and economic productivity, there
is no data that supports the conclusion that increasing worker literacy would
increase their real earned income.

Troubles in the workplace go much deeper than whether or not a worker
can perform SPC? understand how to file an insurance claim by reading the
benefits package materials, or draw high-level inferences from job-related
print materials. There is much that must be changed about work and wage
before even highly literate employees will remain productive, healthy, and
committed to their work over the long term. This raises issues about the real
aims of education in terms not only of race and gender, but also in class issues
that are effectively silenced in a society that teaches its children to believe
they live in a democracy.

In casting about for models of effective and satisfying work organiza-
tions, we would do well to recognize the skills and knowledge of those
groups most often defined as “at risk”, “uneducated” or “illiterate”.

[ am suggesting that literacy practitioners look critically at the public dis-
course of worker illiteracy and educational failure, and respectfully consider
the highly effective organizations that many marginalized people have
already developed, out of economic necessity, in order to survive in hostile
economic conditions. We have much to learn about distribution of power,
about action, about creative problem-solving, and about what it means to be
competent.

And we can reject notions of general worker deficiency when we develop
workplace literacy programs. Technical approaches to workplace literacy
may improve individual performance for the short term, but they will do lit-
tle to help workplace organizations restructure themselves into more humane
and democratic workplaces. And it also appears to do little to improve the
quality of life for workers like Edward Stone. What it does accomplish is a
maintenance of the status quo, especially in terms of power and privilege.
Literacy educators who support technical solutions (e.g. narrowly conceived
functional context curricula) to socio-technical problems will probably insure
themselves of profitable consulting work, but will do little for those on the
bottom, those whose lives seem designed to afford a variety of career oppor-
tunities for researchers and practitioners alike.
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Notes

1. JIT is a process whereby large inventories of goods are avoided. Rather, goods are produced
“just in time” for delivery.

2. SPC: Statistical Process Control, a statistical tracking system that monitors production.
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Chapter Two

LITERACY AND MOTHERWORK

Mechthild Hart
De Paul University
Chicago, U.S.A.
with Almetta Russell, the A.B.L.A. Homes
Women’s Literacy Group
and Elio DeArrudah

In the following I will give a summary report of the work of a women’s literacy
group in one of Chicago’s public housing complexes.’ Tthe literacy center is open for
women, men, and children, and offers a number of services to assist people in obtain-
ing official literacy skills here I will describe in some detail a special weekly session
of the women’s literacy group, the Women Empowerment Hour (WEH).” 1 will ana-
lyze the group’s efforts from the perspective of the work of mothering, and how this
work connects to literacy education. While the work of raising children, or mother-
work, was not an explicit theme in the discussions of the WEH participants, many
different but directly related worries, concerns and responsibilities were always pre-
sent. By focusing on the theme of motherwork, and by analyzing its close alliance
with the sexual division of labor, I will provide a larger framework for rethinking the
notion of work. The sexual division of labor underlies fundamental inequalities in the
labor market itself, but it is also behind the equally fundamental division between
officially recognized paid and unacknowledged unpaid labor. To rethink work as a
way to break through these divisions is therefore only a small but necessary step
towards rethinking direct material or economic implications.

33
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I hope my report will contribute to a reframing of the notion of literacy. By leaving
the conventional framework of pre-designed, technical, and measurable skills, vital
forms of literacies will be revealed, and how they, or the need for their development,
have been neglected. To reframe the notion of literacy also means to struggle against
equally invisible illiteracies, and to directly connect them with their social and eco-
nomic ramifications.

The work of the women’s literacy group is taking place under particularly harsh
circumstances. It is difficult to define “social change” in a world which seems to have
been pushed to the very margin of a society. At the same time, it is at the very mar-
gins where the essence of the problems with “our” system are unveiled, where the
social and moral bankruptcy of the “center” becomes most visible. In the absence of
essential material and immaterial cushions, the center has seeped into the very inte-
rior of the margin. [ will therefore juxtapose the need for fundamental social change
with a description of the tremendous effort that goes into the making of small, multi-
layered changes affecting day-to-day living, changes which only indirectly affect
immediate economic survival needs.

THE LARGER SOCIOECONOMIC CONTEXT
AND THE SITUATION IN CHICAGO

Alook at recent changes in the economy reveals how sexist and racist ide-
ologies are inextricably linked with factual matters. First, as Zinn points out
(1992:78) “major economic trends and patterns, even those that appear race
neutral, have significant racial implications.” Looking at the decline of the
manufacturing sector (and the growth of the service sector) and at the shifts
in the geographical location of jobs (from central cities to suburbs, from “rust-
belt” to “sunbelt” and to the “cheap labor” countries of the Third World —
which now includes Eastern Europe), we see that the cities have become
centers of poverty. The originally high concentration of Blacks in blue-collar
industries that once comprised their main source of employment and thus
provided a certain economic stability is inseparable from geographic segre-
gation and discrimination in terms of access to education and training. Now
unemployment is rising, especially among Black people but also among rel-
atively new immigrants like Latinos. In Chicago, which is one of the most
segregated cities in the U.S,, there is a “residential job opportunity mismatch”
of the kind where “Blacks have become, for the most part, superfluous peo-
ple in cities that once provided them with opportunities” (Zinn 1992:80). As a
matter of policy, the environments the “superfluous people” inhabit are
neglected, and, predictably, deteriorate. As regards the focus of this report,
this also means that “racial domination and economic exploitation pro-
foundly shape the mothering context, not only for racial ethnic women in
the United States, but for all women” (Collins 1994: 45).
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Chicago is a particularly striking example of the way in which larger
(global) economic changes directly feed off and reinforce a version of the
entrenched history of racist segregation and exploitation. Chicago’s public
housing projects are among the worst in the nation. The city has a particu-
larly blatant history of racist segregation, and its projects have developed into
a form of devastation and isolation that affects close to one million people
imprisoned in them.

And this points to one of the dimensions of the underground economy
which is not captured by talking about an “epidemic” of crime and violence.
Dill (1994:176-177), for instance, describes how teenage girls who are caught
stealing are often stealing to support their poor families. For them stealing,
welfare, and poverty are proof that the social system is cruel, that it
should/can be violated. Likewise, the fact that “young Black males as a
group [are] at extraordinarily high risk for injury and premature death,”
which is “a consequence of violent behavior most often directed toward them
by individuals of the same race and of similar age” (Earls 1991: 628) needs
to be put in a social and economic context. As Earls makes clear, it produces
no positive results to look at this sub-group simply from a perspective of
morally suspect behavioral characteristics. “Rather, we need to concentrate
our attention on the social contexts in which these young men grow up, on
the quality of housing and public schools available to them, on their access to
firearms, and on opportunities for legitimate employment available to them”
(628).

While Chicago is a city with one of the deepest concentrations of wealth
in the nation (Chicago Tribune, March 12, 1994), its public education system is
one of the worst, and almost all of the over 400,000 children dependent on it
are “non-white.”

As reported by The Chicago Tribune (June 26, 1994), about 240,000 children
live in poverty, the same number as in 1980, but the city’s population of chil-
dren has dropped from 860,000 to 723,000. The (official) overall poverty rate
for children in the U.S. is 17.9 percent, for Illinois 16.8 percent, for Chicago
33.3 percent. The total number of people (under and over 18) in poverty is
592,298 (40.7 percent of this population are children under age 18). In terms
of health, Funiciello (1990: 40), reports that 30 times as many low weight
babies die as do normal weight babies, eight times as many poor children
die of disease and 12 times as many poor children die in fires than do non-
poor children. While the infant mortality rate steadily dropped in Chicago for
white babies, it dropped for Black babies from 1973 to 1984, and has since
been on the rise (The Chicago Reporter, July 1992).

With recent changes in society and the economy, the reform debate on wel-
fare and public aid has shifted away from child welfare to labor force issues.
Meanwhile, welfare benefits have dropped to a historical low. Children com-
prise the majority of welfare dependents, accounting for 10 million out of
the 14 million people in households assisted by Aids to Families with
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Dependent Children (AFDC, the main welfare program). A 50 page summary
of President Clinton’s welfare reform plan does not mention what would
happen to children in families cut from the dole. For the most part there is
no mention of a safety net for the children of adults who don’t conform to the
new rules (Chicago Tribune, June 26, 1994). This directly opens the question
of conventional notions of literacy and illiteracy. For instance, who are the
truly illiterate people in our society concerning their ignorance of what it
takes to raise children?

This official disregard for the children of the poor is an integral part of
the disregard for the poor themselves, most of whom are children and
women. As our social-economic system shows, even in the richest country
of the world, some children had better not be around. Once they are, all the
fault and burden are placed on the mothers. Because most poor children are
raised by poor single mothers they are by definition part of a pathological
at-risk female population that is either deficient, broken, dysfunctional, and
morally suspect, or a menace or threat to society (Polakow 1993). Overall,
the concentration of poverty among children and women is explained as a
private affair, a result of failed individuals and failed families and therefore
ultimately as its own cause (Polakow 1993:46, 59). There is a deafening silence
about the fact that it is “our economy” with its structural inequalities of
access and opportunity which causes poverty, that it is a public rather than
a private affair.

Looking at the Essence of our Problems

Where young people grow up with little or no sense of the future, with a
dismal public education, with the danger of violence all around them, we
are looking at the essence of the problems with “our” system: the increasing
harshness of motherwork in a context where housing is dismal, where com-
munities are neglected, where there is little hope for the future, and where
children’s lives are in constant danger (not to speak of having to endure the
humiliation of dependence on a bloated welfare bureaucracy). What can we
say about the “progress” of our economic and social system when the last
remnant of unwaged life-supporting work, the work of raising children, is
reduced to keeping one’s ill-fed, traumatized children inside one’s dismal
apartment because their movement outside the doors endangers their lives?

HISTORY AND CONTEXT OF THE
WOMEN'’S LITERACY GROUP

Elio DeArrudah, the director of the Chicago Public Library Literacy
Initiative, emphasizes the relative independence of the A.B.L.A. Homes
Literacy Training Center, at least in terms of its own identity.” The center is
located right where the A.B.L.A. Homes begin and where the Chicago
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campus of the University of Illinois abruptly ends. It is housed in the Boys
& Girls Club, a major social service provider for youth in the area. The cen-
ter is allowed to occupy a small room on the second floor.

Over 5,000 Black people live in the A.B.L.A. Homes, the third largest pub-
lic housing project in the City, and less than 10% of them have regular jobs.
Public aid, or welfare, is one of the main sources of income for single moth-
ers. While no official data exist on the problem of illiteracy, its seriousness is
not disputed.

The Chicago Public Library placed Almetta Russell as the literacy orga-
nizer in this community. Almetta Russell and graduate student assistants
from UIC put their energies into a number of different efforts, all of which
directly draw on the expressed wishes of the participants. These efforts range
from teaching the participants the use of books, remedial training in basic
reading, writing and math skills, to more specific job-related skills.

THE WOMEN EMPOWERMENT HOUR

Since March 1994 I have been attending the weekly session of the Women
Empowerment Hour (WEH). It is usually attended by five to ten women.
Some of the women come fairly regularly, others only once in a while. There
are, of course, a number of different reasons behind their absences. These
range from problems at home to finding a job (in one year about 50% of the
participants got jobs or their GED diplomas and left the area). As Elio
DeArrudah put it, “that meant having to rebuild the group time and time
again, because whoever succeeds leaves the public housing project. Actually,
that is precisely why very many of them wish to succeed so badly; they then
can find better places to live with their children.”

Almetta Russell herself talked to me about the exhausting task of rebuild-
ing the group. However, no matter how the continuity of attendance has been
interrupted, it has also been increasing since I first attended the WEH (a few
months after it was organized). And I see a strong connection between the
growing regularity of participation and the spirit nourished at the literacy
center, especially during the WEH. Because participation takes time away
from the urgent task of day-to-day survival, it greatly depends on the
perserverence of the literacy coordinator. She continuously offers assistance
and helps to develop self-esteem and a sense of empowerment in the partic-
ipants themselves so they can share the task of mutual assistance. And this
is precisely what the WEH is trying to accomplish.

While learning how to read and write is fully part of the preparation for
obtaining a GED, and ultimately a job, the weekly sessions of the WEH are
based on a rather complex vision of “success,” a vision that is only tangen-
tially related to equating success with finding a job. The organization of the
class is based on the participants’ own experience of daily life in the A.B.L.A.
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Homes, thus acknowledging extreme hardships but also drawing on and
nurturing a sense of self in the midst of a number of social and individual
onslaughts. Almetta Russell has captured this dual purpose of WEH by stat-
ing that “Women Empowerment Hour is a forum for traumatized, distressed,
disempowered and powerless women whose goal is to improve reading and
writing skills,” and that power “is very useful, important, and can be fun. It
is best when it is personal.” More importantly, “the Women Empowerment
Hour believes that power should be shared and works best when it is multi-
plied.” She writes that Black women can “take part in planning their future
while improving personal relationships within the family structure.”

One of the participants I have observed over the months, and whose dev-
astating details of life circumstances I have learned, was generally silent or
talked a lot. Whatever the nature of her response, I could always see a mix
of defiance, sorrow, and despair in her eyes. However, while some of the
women worked on the rearrangement of materials and the beautification of
the space, she was calm and focused, moving things back and forth in a clear,
determined manner.

The Core of the Learning Environment

And this seemingly small detail is at the core of the learning environment:
The literacy facilitator not only coordinates various efforts meeting different
learning needs, but she also continuously works on providing a structure that
draws on and nourishes the women'’s abilities and sources of strength. At
the same time, it is also a structure that acknowledges the layers of pain in the
women'’s lives and that provides a space for sharing the pain, reflecting on its
multiple causes, and putting it into a larger context by interpreting its mean-
ing from the different perspectives offered by the participants. And this is the
very meaning of developing a sense of power or empowerment.

One of the participants wrote in her testimonial:

WEH is very exciting because you can talk about things that happen in your life and we

can learn so much from each other. It also helps us express ourselves. I look forward to the

WEH every Thursday. It helps me talk about things going on in my life. And those times

when there is nothing to say or you don’t feel like writing, you say nothing and you

write nothing and that’s o.k. too. All the time is not the time to do everything. But WEH
capitalizes on the wit, the experience and the dynamics of the group.

Volunteer Facilitators

Every week one of the women volunteers to facilitate the next WEH. She
has to choose a reading, or create her own text, and develop a number of
questions which the participants have to answer. The WEH is formally
opened with greetings from Almetta Russell, and the women are given a
few minutes during which they can share with each other anything that
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happened during the past week and that they consider worthy of sharing.
The facilitator then reads her text and the questions, and the participants
have about 20 minutes to respond in writing. They then share their writings,
often accompanied by lengthy discussions of the thoughts and ideas stimu-
lated by the text and various responses to it. Time schedules are closely
observed, and the discussions are always brought to closure at the end of
the allotted time. After naming the volunteer for the next session, the women
then randomly draw a name from a bowl and the winner receives a small
present (for instance a notebook). No matter how difficult the topic, the WEH
always ends with an appreciation of the participants” contributions and will-
ingness to share. In addition, a variety of pleasantly arranged food and
sometimes music or poetry all add to the comfort and stimulation of the par-
ticipants.

ROLE AND PURPOSE OF THE MOTHER

The issue of mothers, and of mothering, is a motif that is recurring in the
participants’ own writing and in a variety of topics presented for discus-
sion. Mothering is characterized by a multitude of tasks and responsibilities
which touch upon every single aspect of human existence — physical,
psychological, emotional, and spiritual.

The following quote by one of the participants gives an indication of the
multi-layered tasks expected from mothers:

She does her best but because of her low literacy skills she is unable to effectively model
and exhibit reading and writing habits that can strengthen and improve her life and the
lives of her children. And thus the humiliation, oppression, and deprivation is trans-
generational. Nowhere is this situation more devastating than in low income public
housing. No offspring suffers more than the offspring of the powerless and impoverished
solo parent lacking mainstream literacy skills. She has highs and lows. Her esteem is
low and her stress is high. She feels betrayed by the school system, the political system,
and the man she loves. This plethora of things overpowers her and renders her disem-
powered.

And here are the voices of some of the other participants:

I thank God for blessing me with a mother who loves her children. If my mother didn’t
care about me, I would probably be on drugs, in sin or in jail or dead by now.

My plans for my children are to help them when they need help and to learn all that I
can learn so that way when they need me I can help them. I like reading books with my
children and helping them with their home work. My children look at me and tell me that
they are proud of me and that they love me very much.

I am now the mother of seven, four boys and three girls. It is much easier to raise boys
than girls because girls mature faster and get their own minds. You can tell boys no and
they obey, whereas girls will disobey. I brought my children up in church. I have been a
church-goer since age 23. It helps them to learn responsibility and how to be responsible
adults. It teaches them morals, values, manners and how to respect others and work to
take care of the family.
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In one of the WEH hours the women reported on their mothers’ incredibly
hard working lives, their persistence and constancy. One woman told me
about her mother, and how even when she was ill and lying in bed she
instructed her daughter how to make corn bread. In other words, she kept
on caring for her family when she should have (and could have) taken care of
herself.

Black people in the U.S. have a strong history of extended family rela-
tionships in low-income, multigenerational families (Stack and Burton 1994).
In many ways, the importance of having grandmothers available to take over
much of the caring for children, to “take on a more formal surrogate parent
role,” is growing as well (41). During one of the WEH discussions one of the
women expressed gratitude for other women (like her mother who is living
close by) helping her with taking care of the children when she had to leave,
and the importance of grandmothers or other kin in helping with the work of
raising children was quite apparent.

The issue of not leaving the children alone had two different dimensions:
one was the fact that small children could not be left alone anyhow. The other
was the overall danger surrounding children, and the constant care and con-
cern required to prevent something happening to them. These dangers, and
the overwhelming presence of poverty have a tendency to eat into the kin-
ship networks, so “that sometimes in the face of economic cutbacks and
emotional crisis they must however reluctantly ‘let go’ of family members
who cannot pull their weight” (Stack and Burton 1994: 41).

The overall theme was the bottomless caring, need to care, and responsi-
bility for caring displayed by an older generation of mothers. But this
tradition of caring now seems to hit these mothers’ daughters in the face.
What has the caring task accomplished? The outside world has not
improved, instead it has worsened. This is just one of the incredibly difficult
contradictions working in the A.B.L.A. women’s lives: How the caring of
their mothers has been a tremendous support for themselves and their chil-
dren, and how absent, dead, neglectful and abusive mothers have torn apart
their children’s souls. What is left? This is the area where the particularly
troublesome, multi-layered nature of caring is shown to be highly inter-
twined with social exploitation and self-oppression, often flipping over into
the refusal (or inability) to care for one’s own children.

The WEH's emphasis on caring for one’s self first, of attaining a sense of
power becomes particularly important in this context. Caring is an essential
dimension of the spiritual, psychological and physical survival of the indi-
vidual woman and the children. As indicated by one WEH facilitator’s
remark about her mother’s failings, women have to learn to care for them-
selves first. Without recognizing the importance of their own selves they
will not gain the strength and power needed to move on with the over-
whelming tasks that confront them (and they would fall into drug addiction
or passivity).
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And they have to learn to feel powerful by themselves. For instance,
Almetta Russell had to tell the men to respect the all-women’s group, but the
women themselves were not courageous enough to tell the men themselves.
Also, there were men sitting downstairs waiting for the women in the WEH,
and they also had to be told to leave. And there is the (frequent) story of the
woman returning to her abusive male partner. To obtain a sense of power
would allow a woman to learn to be on her own, not to permit abuse.

Getting to the Bottom of Pain

The following is an example of the reading and the questions provided
by one of the WEH facilitators. I deliberately chose these suggestions as they
touch on one of the hardest issues brought before the group. It is also an issue
that represents a dense web of pain, fears, anguish, and concerns which lie
at the core of motherwork. And before one can see and understand the
tremendous amount of work required on many levels in order to inspire
sparks of hope it is necessary to go to the bottom of pain. In the case of this
particular example, the participant’s emphasis on her mother is only partly
explained by her own devastating experience, but it is one that opens the
most questions. As she wrote (in another context):

When I was 13 my mother had stopped-drinking but became very abusive before I left

home at age 14 to live with my father. She repeatedly beat me. She burned me with a
very hot iron.

Here is the material she provided:

I would like to talk about how young girls go around and walk the streets everyday and
how nasty filthy “ole” men mess with them. For example, when girls are on their way to
school old men as well as young men honk their horns, flirt and tempt young school age
girls with promises, money, drugs and sometimes just simple rides in late model cars.
Many times the parents, especially mothers have no idea of the everyday struggles and
experiences of their young daughters. Sometimes I wonder if the reason that some moth-
ers don't really, really understand their daughters have to do with lack of understanding
of themselves. This is what I really believe about my own mother.

Questions Revealing an Array of Experiences

Think about what you’ve read. Name five things you like about your mother.
Name five things you dislike about your mother.

What are some things you wish your mother would do for you?

What are some things you wish your mother would stop doing?

If you had one wish for your mother, what would that wish be?

A

The responses to these questions brought out an array of experiences. They
covered the whole spectrum of motherwork under the harsh circumstances
of racism and economic exploitation, from mothers who never stopped
caring and working for their families even when they should have spent
some time taking care of themselves, to those who let themselves be drowned
by the devastations around them.
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In many ways, all essential aspects of motherwork were brought up:
Constant love, protection, care, attentiveness. What was not talked about
are the tremendous physical and emotional demands placed upon women
who care for children under extremely harsh circumstances. These demands
may be too much taken for granted, but they may also be absorbed by the
general worry about children’s safety and future. This may therefore also
mean that the knowledge about what it takes to attend to a sick child, to take
care of its food, health, sleep, rest, play, development, etc. is inserted into
“larger” anxieties that cannot be reduced to anxieties about the children
alone, but about one’s self, one’s partner/boyfriend, one’s community, etc.

Clearly, what is brought into the empowerment group every week is an
overwhelming emotional burden. The temptation of watching soaps, sitting
and drinking (or taking drugs) is likewise overwhelming. This is one of the
many harsh contradictions in the women’s lives. As reported by the facilita-
tor, some of the women cannot keep up the emotional strain of talking about
what happened to them (e.g. sexual abuse, violence); sometimes they tell
her the truth, wanting her to write about it, other times they cannot face the
hurt and paint a rosy picture of their childhood.

THE LARGER FRAMEWORK: RETHINKING
WORK AND THE “WORK CRISIS”

Clearly, the life circumstances of the A.B.L.A. women and the fact that they
are women and responsible (or held responsible) for certain kinds of work
represent a particularly dense knot of economic, social, and political issues.
I will try to untangle this knot from a perspective that takes issue with the
usual devaluation of the kind of work done almost exclusively by women.

When one looks at work that is mainly performed by women the usual ban
on asking any critical or radical questions concerning work literacy becomes
especially visible. Vital abilities, forms of knowledge, and skills are disre-
garded and thereby turned into “hidden literacies.” The importance of
learning new literacies and unlearning old ones in precisely those areas of
knowledge and experience are disregarded as well.

The super-exploitation of women (closely associated with but not
reducible to their race, ethnicity, or nationality) shows a particularly strong
connection between ideology and economy. For instance, women earn less
than men for the same kind of work, and what is called “women’s work” and
“men’s work” divides essential tasks and responsibilities. These divisions
and forms of exploitation are justified by the ideological notions of “femi-
ninity” and “masculinity.” The words of the participants I quoted earlier tell
only part of the story about the work of hope and care which becomes an
inordinate task in a Chicago public housing environment. Nevertheless, they
echo what has been described by one of Chicago’s community organizations,
Women for Economic Justice, as the meaning of work:
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Work is raising and educating children. Work is providing a comfortable, cultured life for
us all. Work is teaching youth, healing and caring for the sick, rebuilding neighborhoods,
harvesting and distributing the food. Work is organizing for social justice. (A Call for
Social Justice, quoted in off our backs, October 1994, page 6).

The notion of work proposed in this quote clearly breaks through the
entrenched dichotomy between a job in the labor market and work that is not
only taking place “somewhere else,” but that is also directly oriented towards
supporting and sustaining life itself. This includes some basic conditions
related to life: food, shelter, community, a health-producing and maintain-
ing environment, and hope for the future. The quote does not capture
everything that has been experienced, seen and understood by people who
do not fit the norm of waged workers within the capitalist-patriarchal market
system.

It does not capture the fact that it is this kind of work that has been the
most exploited, has been the very foundation of capitalist wage labor pro-
duction. Depending on the concrete national and social context, it is work
that has been looked upon as “pre-capitalist,” “pre-modern,” or simply “nat-
ural” (which in the case of women means a “natural” outcome of their
biology). As pointed out and analyzed by many feminist and Third World
theoreticians, without access to this work which has been free of charge to the
corporate and national economic developers, any development, or any capi-
talist production would not have been possible. In other words, without the
super-exploitation of the “naturalized” workers the “normalized workers,”
that is, the wage laborers, and thus “progress and development” would not
have come about.

The concept that is used to summarize many different forms of unwaged or
unremunerated labor is “subsistence work.” The term itself has undergone a
number of changes in meaning. In close alliance with the ongoing destruc-
tiveness of the global market system it has been the focus of many debates
(see, for instance, Hart 1992, Mies 1986, Mies and Shiva 1993; for an example
of the latest discussions see von Werlhof 1993, 1994). Overall, subsistence
work refers to work that is oriented towards the immediate creation and main-
tenance of life rather than profit, making the work of raising children, or
motherwork, a clear example of subsistence work. Under conditions of mar-
ginalization, subsistence work is more accurately described as “survival
work” (Mies and Shiva 1993), and it can range from the peasant work of grow-
ing food for immediate use on the tiny family plot, scraping food from cities’
garbage dumps, to protecting children from immediate threats to their lives.

As von Werlhof (1988) pointed out, the history of capitalism shows that the
housewife became one of the cheapest forms of modern labor, as she works
free of charge. Since today workers need to be as cheap as possible she has
become a truly ideal form of labor. This means that workers have to be born
and raised free of charge to the corporate world in order to be most econom-
ically exploitable. This also underlies the fact that “we” in the industrialized
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countries can jog in our expensive Nike or Reebok shoes which have been
assembled in militaristically organized, extremely unhealthy production sites
in Indonesia, where workers are paid below the abysmally small minimum
wage. This adds another dimension to the ideal worker. As von Werlhof
(1993a:1023) states very poignantly, once the workers have been raised free of
charge, it is the slave and the soldier who are the primary model for the ideal
wage laborer. If people cannot be exploited because they do not come close to
the possibility of a paid job, they are simply a form of “superfluous over-
population” (1994:169). They are hopefully somehow surviving on their own,
or, as in Chicago, they can be held in check in a zone that has a convenient
history of racist segregation.

Focusing on Special Aspects

I would like to focus on a few aspects barely hinted at in this abbreviated
analysis. First, speaking about a “free market economy,” or a capitalist
(world) system, means speaking about a number of colonial or imperialist
processes that are fully part of this system. Within the context of the city of
Chicago, it means that the history of racism, with its strong ties to slavery,
and to the big migration of Blacks from the South to the North in the 20’s
and 30's, and again after World War II, needs to be fully taken into consider-
ation when poverty and unemployment are examined (Jones 1992, Lemann
1992). Secondly, the same system has been extremely dependent on the sex-
ist exploitation of women.

If we look at just a tiny slice of some of the basic capitalist-patriarchal
mechanisms, in the U.S., and particularly in Chicago, women are making less
for the same kind of work (and with the same level of education) than men
(Two Sides of the Coin 1994). And, when put into the same context, current
proposals for welfare reform (or “workfare” schemes) realize that welfare
mothers (who comprise the majority of women in public housing complexes)
have placed themselves outside the economic exploitability network with
their bad dependency on the government. Thus, they have to be pulled into
the workforce in order to become profitable, or, under the latest proposals of
the Republican party, they need to be cut off the dole altogether, letting them
fend for themselves and for their children among the hungry and, most likely,
among the homeless.

Women on welfare, especially Black women in Chicago’s public housing
complexes, are confronted with the blatant contradictions of what used to
be propagated as the best world for children when this was profitable for
the (white) fathers and for the corporations, that is, a mother who stays home
to take care of them. If there is no income earning husband around, good
dependency is turned into bad dependency, and women need to work on
the deficiencies of their characters by becoming cheap laborers. According
to this scheme, any job, no matter how awful, is better for character-build-
ing than staying at home with the children and living off public aid.
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THE SEXUAL DIVISION OF LABOR

The issue of motherwork, and the ongoing destruction of its outer and
inner survival base, cannot be analyzed without looking at the way it is fully
entrenched in the sexual division of labor. In the history of the U.S. it has been
played out in a number of variations, and it has taken on at times quite dif-
ferent forms for Black and for white women. As the histories of Southern
plantations and later of domestic work in the North so amply show, it pitted
Black women against white women (Rollins 1985). At the same time, despite
all the profound differences among women of different races or classes, as a
primary mechanism for exploiting women the sexual divison of labor has
never been absent.

Thus, eroding social and economic conditions cannot be expected to con-
tribute to a fundamental change of equally fundamental social norms and
mechanisms associated with gender oppression, no matter how much they
interact with class and race/ethnicity. As Zinn (1992:86) points out, the gen-
dered division of labor which expects women to nurture and men to provide
is reiterated in a highly distorted way under conditions of disenfranchising
large numbers of Black men. This disenfranchisement, indicated by the
extremely high unemployment rate among Black men in the inner cities, “is a
gender phenomenon of enormous magnitude. It affects the meanings and
definitions of masculinity for Black men, and it reinforces the public patri-
archy that controls Black women through their increased dependence on
welfare” (Zinn 1992:87). It is an essential part of this definition of masculinity
to “sire” children but not to feel responsible for nurturing and raising them
on any consistent basis (Hacker 1992:87, 88). Mullings (1994) likewise
describes how African American men and women often accept traditional
gender roles. This division directly diminishes the potential for united strug-
gles (277). The women are therefore moving in a “narrow historical space,
caught between pressures of racial liberation and gender liberation” (281).

The Invisibility of Men as Fathers

Since caring has been a “woman’s job,” the invisibility of men as fathers
indicates that the sexual division of labor is showing in a glaring light what
can be called the extremes of the general conventional notion of a woman's
job. For instance, in essays where the A.B.L.A. women describe their own
lives, the children are very present, but the fathers of the children are absent,
sometimes not even mentioned, or mentioned as the man who sexually
abused the woman:

1left school a freshman, 17 years old and pregnant.

Atage 17, went to a doctor after two missed periods and discovered that I was 3 months
pregnant. I went home and told my mother. She said it was nothing she could do about it.
Then she asked for the father’s name. I told her it was her brother and my uncle. She
said I was lying and not telling the truth. We scheduled a blood test and discovered that
I was telling the truth. My maternal uncle was the father of my child. After that day my



46 ALPHA 96

relationship with my mother deteriorated. She put me out of her home and I slept in
cars, under houses and anywhere I could.

I left school due to teenage pregnancy. My mother worked in a factory and was unable
to babysit. And my sister ... was also pregnant and could not help me after the birth of
... my daughter.

So far, the theme of absent fathers has hardly ever been explicitly
addressed by the A.B.L.A. women but it has been a constant undercurrent.
In some ways it seems to have become a “fact of life.” Or, in the voice of
another participant:

Usually, the woman who is victimized, traumatized and distressed has the man’s great-

est support during procreation, less during prenatal, and none postnatal. His presence is

neither seen nor felt within the family infrastructure because he is not there! He, himself

a victim of social injustices, spends more time incarcerated, on cloud nine, or making

other sisters fruitful to multiply than nurturing, supporting, and educating his children.

Thus, the woman stuck with the difficult task of parenting solo attempts to take on the
challenge.

Many children are born to single teenage mothers who cannot count on
support by the men who “fathered” their children (Polakow 1993). In
Chicago, one of every five firstborn children is born to single teenagers who
didn’t finish high school. It makes them, and their children, most vulnerable
to economic hardship and abuse (Chicago Tribune, March 31, 1994). Above
all, there is a growing absence of marriage as a path toward personal or fam-
ily stability, or the partnership with another adult who will help financially
and emotionally, especially with the children.

Marriage is less and less an option, and a lot has to do with the fact that job
prospects for men, especially Black men in the inner city, are almost nonex-
istent. This is important to note as it stops putting all the blame simply on the
youth of the mother. As two of the women reported, it was not extraordi-
nary for girls to marry and have children at an early age, and the teenage
pregnancy rates were therefore much higher in the 70’s than they are now.
However, today there are hardly any conditions for marriage, which makes
teenage mothers particularly vulnerable, socially and economically.

It is therefore not surprising that the A.B.L.A. women did not talk about
“fatherhood.” Has it become a taken-for-granted fact that fathers, especially
teenage fathers do not even think about their responsibility? LaVar Barnes, a
16 year old, said that “a destructive equation is at work among his peers,
where it’s seen as manly to father a child and unmanly to take care of him
afterwards. ‘It’s the truth,’... ‘I got buddies that do their shorties wrong,” yet
who are eager to get girls pregnant ‘just to say they got a shorty’” (Chicago
Tribune, March 9, 1994).

During one of the WEH sessions someone pointed out that a large part of
treating women as “stupid” is to make them pregnant, and to leave them for
the woman in the next house or block. This also brought up the whole issue
of what sexual conquest means for women, and I could see that one of the
mainstays of a feminine identity (which is also one of the main roots of
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women’s sense of disempowerment), showing “success” in the sexual arena,
was in full operation. In another session the women talked about the diffi-
culty of fostering friendship among women who are often ruled by fierce
jealousy. As reported by one of the women: “I told a woman that I had prob-
lems with my man. She nodded, showing me support, and the next thing I
knew was she was together with him, and now she has five babies by him.”

Centuries of modern Western processes of socialization have not bypassed
the groups or populations that have been at the center of violent exploitation,
be it people in the European colonies, or slaves and their descendants in the
U.S. As it is a sign of manliness to make babies but not to do the hard work
of daily care, it is also manly to be economically independent. To be finan-
cially dependent on a woman therefore goes against the grain of what it
means to be a man.

Henry Hardee, who as a homeless person was officially labelled “illiter-
ate” in terms of the institutional definitions of the Chicago Public Library, has
worked on the fringes of the Chicago economy and educated himself as a
political writer. He writes plays and coordinates a family literacy program
at one of the public housing complexes. It is part of his “unofficial” mission
to get the fathers involved in these literacy efforts. In his play It’s Rough On a
Po’ Nigguh Like Me Out Heah, Chicken Noodle, one of the protagonists, says:
“I do take care of my children (when I got the money).” But who is doing
the work of taking care of them when he hasn’t got the money?

In his play Henry Hardee also describes in vivid terms how joblessness
has become a fact of life, and how it cannot be separated from the need to sur-
vive which may mean to be financially dependent on a woman:

A Blackman could be unemployed for a lifetime,

spend a lifetime on corners

in front of Currency Exchanges

in front of Liquor Stores

askin’ for change [as if somebody is going into the Liquor Store]

Say can you help me out with something
after you take care of your business.

It’s bad to be with a woman

when you ain’t got nothin’ of your own.
a man has to be responsible

for getting his own shit.

when you busted and your woman

got something you become

her recipient and she decides

what benefits you can and can’t get.

When you layin’ up on a woman
she thinks you owe her and she
thinks she owns you.

When you layin” up on a woman
you can’t think straight

cause you scared she gon’ leave,
scared her money gonna

get up and walk.
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Don’t nevah let no woman become
your only source of money
she’ll fuck you over every time.

Boys and Girls are Brought up Differently

The participants of the WEH closely connected the sexual division of labor
to the fact that boys and girls are brought up differently. The quote that initi-
ated the discussion was the following: “Who’s raising black men in this
country? Black women. So if black men are not being very conscious of black
women, then it is our fault. I think that black women tend to love our sons and
raise our daughters. We tend to not give men responsibility, not hold them
accountable the way we hold our daughters” (Gilkey in Summers 1989).

There were several stories told about how girls are taught that they won't
be able to keep a man if they don’t learn how to cook and bake for him. There
was also a lot of laughter when the women recommended sometimes
extremely funny ways of taking revenge (e.g. putting laxatives into food) to
what was perceived as a form of exploitation. Clearly, a division among
women and men which has a long history and tradition in all Western soci-
eties has been sharpened and intensified in the inner city. However, the plight
of Black men’s inability to find employment in the inner city at the same
time reinforces this division by making it especially hard for women to resist
doing the extra work of serving the men and the children “sired” by them.
And this plight also reinforces sex as a prime avenue for men to show their
power and superiority.

During one of the sessions the problem of men often trying to prevent
women from getting a job, or from working on their education in order to be
better prepared, brought out a lot of anger and pain. Likewise, in one of the
articles on welfare mothers in Chicago The New York Times reported that
boyfriends or husbands sometimes keep women from staying in jobs. One
of the women even reported that “she once quit a job because her boyfriend
‘used to come to the job and threaten me’” (October 24, 1994).

What has had a long tradition, and what is fully part of asserting male
power, is violence against women (and it is increasing, see Jones 1994) which
takes on additional dimensions when the material power base, money, is
absent. The A.B.L.A. women talked a lot about male violence. And violence
included the open access to sex/women'’s bodies. During one the WEH ses-
sions a poem was discussed where the theme of men being “against women”
was particularly strong. The women talked about men feeling superior by
beating women, where violence gives men a sense of their power.
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POWER, VIOLENCE AND MASCULINE IDENTITY

Clearly, the centuries old ideology of true manhood does not get resolved
when men are left in the cold of economic superfluousness. The opposite is
true. By being thrown to the bottom of the heap in a wealthy, consumer-ori-
ented, and ultimately violent and destructive social order inherent aspects
of a masculine identity are laid bare: power, money, self-interest (von Werlhof
1993b). And, as von Werlhof points out, the socialization of men into con-
sidering the use of violence as a normal part of their upbringing and their
lives as adults is the Western form of male domestication (18-19).

This means to have power over somebody considered weaker or depen-
dent, and to let someone else, recognized as a true male authority, have
power over oneself. Lemann (1992) also describes that there is a constant
pressure on men to prove masculinity in destructive ways (300), and that
there is an “emphasis on exaggerated and misguided versions of masculin-
ity that glorifies gang membership and sexual conquest” (346). It means that
committing one’s loyalty to a gang involves being ready to sacrifice one’s
own life for its benefits, or to dismiss the lives of rival members (and whoever
else happens to end up in the cross-fire, often children on their way to school
or to a friend’s house). Especially for boys belonging to a gang is often the
only avenue available to satisfy the need of belonging that is not given any-
where else, especially not by the family.

Gang loyalty can therefore take the form of a 10-year old boy doing the
required killing, and being killed in return by his own teenage gang members
for fear of the police forcing information out of the child (Rodriguez 1994).
Gang loyalty feeds off another component of masculine identity: money, in
this case obtained through activities in the underground economy. These
activities lay bare the foundation of a social-economic system which exploits
and plunders people and the earth: violence. In an essentially violent system,
violence is a rational answer to a situation of despondency and hopelessness.

Raising Children in the Midst of
Social Destructiveness

In terms of motherwork, there is, of course, the issue of raising children
in the midst of social (and community) destruction and destructiveness.
During the WEH, women kept talking about the presence of gangs in their
and their children’s lives, and that they never knew who would be hit next. It
also became clear that men (and boys) in gangs were not “out there,” but
were in various ways a more direct part of their lives. And random violence
against (and among) children is also spreading, for the most part committed
by boys and men. In addition, there is a rise in child abuse cases (involving
beatings, shaking or burning the child severely enough to require hospital-
ization) across the nation, where the abuser “is usually a boyfriend or
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stepfather who is around when the mother is not home” (The New York Times,
April 5, 1994). The child of one of the participants of the women’s literacy
group was killed by a former boyfriend.

The Chicago newspapers and tv channels give daily reports on child abuse
and gang violence. However, they do not spend any time or space reporting
on the tremendous effort of mothers and “othermothers” (Collins 1990) to
protect and raise children. They also do not examine or investigate the dif-
ferent meanings of child abuse. One of the differences is the neglect of
children the burden for whose care has been placed entirely on the shoul-
ders of women who often drown their despair in alcohol or drugs. And there
is the slashing, breaking bones, or other directly cruel and violent acts by men
against the children who were placed in their care for short amounts of time.
How can men who have no outlook for any decent employment, and who may be
financially dependent on the mother of their children, keep their rage in check when
they are asked to do the demanding work with children, a responsibility which sup-
posedly is not theirs in the first place? Clearly, in order to understand the social,
cultural, and economic context of child abuse one needs to engage in a fun-
damental criticism of gender divisions.

LITERACY AND WORK

In Chicago’s inner city the notion of “work and literacy” has been stripped
to its bare bones. This turns the industrial-patriarchal society’s deafening
silence which envelopes the categorization of people into “literate” and “illit-
erate,” “competent” or “deficient” into the screams of people who have been
victimized by this society and who turn their own victimization into the vic-
timization of others around them. But the deafening silence is also broken
by the cries, sobbings, laughter and calm voices of those people who are
struggling to keep or make a connection with the strength of their own sense
of ability, knowledge, and power to stem the tide of destruction.

Learning How to Raise Children —
An Essential Literacy

This means that educators (from the inside or the outside, with special
roles or simply participating in one of the literacy efforts) need to recognize
and build upon invisible literacies, or see where they are missing and need to
be learned. For instance, one of the women talked about the importance of
“parenting classes” that were (from what I could see) required by the
Department of Child and Family Services. Aside from the expression of her
own troubles, sorrow, and internal damage she also brought out a dimen-
sion that was a running theme in many other WEH sessions: Women with
children (their own or those of others) can or need to learn what it means to
raise children. This kind of literacy is essential for dignified survival and a
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sense of future. It also refers to important work that gets easily shunned or
devalued by making it a “woman’s issue” rather than an issue of general
social (women'’s and men’s) concern.

Most men, no matter where they live, need to undergo a tremendous
unlearning and relearning process. They need to develop the liking for nur-
turing abilities which has been squelched by Western notions of masculinity
and which, under the current circumstances of destruction and despair in the
inner city have also destroyed the strong tradition of black men fulfilling the
role of nurturer. However, there are attempts by men to learn what it means
to be a father, no matter how dismal the job situation. For instance, the
Paternal Involvement Demonstration Project (funded by the Illinois
Department of Public Aid and the Woods Charitable Fund, Inc.) is assisting
men who “are eager to provide some level of care for their children”:

All the men, ranging in age from eighteen to thirty-five, are recipients of some form of

public aid or welfare benefits, most have sporadic work histories, some have criminal

records, and all regard the ability to find and hold down a job as a prerequisite to being
a successful parent. (Parker 1993:3)

One of the men in the program is reported emphasizing that

men — whether they are struggling as he is or not — should surround themselves with
people who have positive attitudes about taking responsibility for themselves and their
children. Discussing parenthood and life strategies with such people is invaluable for
encouraging men to take responsibility, he says; the “friends” and the family members
who demean and discourage aspirations do not fit into the goal for healthy relation-
ships. (Parker 1993:4)

This also means that it is necessary to acquire a kind of literacy closely
aligned with the work of raising children. It is work that is made invisible
by placing it under the rubric of “family literacy,” a category which does not
wrench itself away from traditional notions of femininity and masculinity.

On a more general level, the redefinition of literacy also needs to take into
account the traditions of black people’s knowledge and abilities that are
entirely disregarded or dismissed by white corporate society. Zira Smith
(1994), for instance, studied the connection between a strong oral tradition
of passing on and acquiring knowledge and skills and the abundance of
“micro-businesses” in the Black South Side of Chicago. Those micro-busi-
nesses constitute different forms of self-employment, be it in the form of
street vendors, yard and garage vendors, or direct sales vendors (12). Some of
these micro-businesses are “hustles,” intermittent, informal business trans-
actions (39). Smith points out that these self-employed people are labeled as
“the disadvantaged, indigent, undereducated, and illiterate” although they
are “educated about their environment and themselves,” and they are “intel-
ligent, insightful and displayed empathy for others” (37). In other words,
they have useful skills and knowledge resources required for daily life (47).
And she writes that “although overlooked by scholars, educators and African
Americans, this group composed of self-employed adults may provide some
of the best economic role models for adults with low skills” (49). The result of
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Smiths’ study makes it clear that people would attend and stay in literacy
programs which would take into account the extensive knowledge and skills
that have been preserved or developed outside of the official formal labor
market and outside of corresponding work and literacy training approaches.

Highly Developed Language Skills
vs. Low Writing Skills

Within the WEH sessions I was struck again and again by the highly devel-
oped language ability that was expressed in a number of ways. I could see
that some of the women struggled putting words on paper not only because
of their low writing skills, but also because they had to forgo the ability to
speak fluently and often poetically about complex issues — an ability which
could then be expressed during the following discussions. WEH was orga-
nized in a way that led the participants to practice putting their words on
paper but also gave them the space to indulge in their highly developed
speaking ability.

The importance of acknowledging this ability was brought home to me
when I asked one of the women what she meant by the short sentences she
had produced as part of her homework assignment. She immediately became
apologetic and gave me a number of reasons why they were so short. After I
pointed out to her that I simply wanted to hear all her thoughts on the ques-
tions she had tried to answer, and that I knew that she had many important
thoughts to share even when they were not put down in writing, she first
looked puzzled, then relaxed, expressed pride in her own ability, and was
highly motivated to put more effort into her homework assignment. In the
words of the WEH, she clearly felt “empowered.” Again, this small incident
speaks volumes about the importance of breaking through the barriers of
the conventional education systems. Instead of operating with the usual
deficit model which only recognizes certain kinds of “cognitive processes and
modes of communication” (Brunetire et al. 1990) space needs to be provided
for acknowledging existing but unrecognized experiences and forms of
knowledge which are closely linked to learning desires and abilities.

RELATIONSHIP TO SOCIAL CHANGE

As the primary motif of the WEH has shown, the notion of change is
closely linked to finding or nurturing a sense of power in one’s self. This is a
way of focusing on the individual level without reducing change to an indi-
vidual one (as is the tradition of conventional literacy programs). A personal
sense of empowerment must be at the core of self-help but it cannot take
place without collective support. It has been one of the main ingredients of
the women’s literacy initiative to provide space for learning lessons from
women whose life circumstances are not different from the ones of the
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A.B.L.A. women, who themselves live in one of the public housing projects,
but who have served as role models for strength, courage, and perserverence;
for caring for one’s community and for the children of one’s community. It
is these examples which go against the grain of falling victim to the despon-
dency all around, teaching children that survival must not come at the
expense of self-esteem (Collins 1994:57).

This is one of the hardest tasks confronting women who are experiencing
on a daily and nightly basis the onslaught against their own self-esteem, a
source of strength that is needed to raise their children in the midst of
destruction.

Among the A.B.L.A. women, collective support not only takes the form
of listening to and reading about outside/inside examples but comes from
the participants themselves. Their many discussions on the relationships
among women and men, among women and women, and among women
and children, comprise a cluster of themes that show the intricate interplay of
connections and contradictions between the personal and the social-cultural,
the ideological and the economic. Correspondingly, discussions that took
place during the WEH also show an interplay of personal stories, anecdotes,
and the development of a general perspective which puts these stories into
a larger framework of understanding. This method often reminded me of my
own experiences in the consciousness raising groups of the seventies where
the personal and the general were highly interrelated (Hart 1990). In addi-
tion, among the A.B.L.A. women’s literacy group the process of
“conscientization” was directly connected with the “craft” of reading and
writing (Bhola 1994:47).

Seeing this method work in a context permeated by outer and inner des-
titution, where economic survival is hardly an inch away from personal
survival, it takes on a new importance. And this brings up another contra-
diction the people in Chicago’s public housing must wrestle with: To raise
one’s consciousness is a slow process, dependent on a lot of consistent sup-
port, on the building of trust, and on the courage required to look at the
misery or brutality that is part of one’s life. Raising consciousness, or consci-
entization, also requires the inner strength needed to criticize oneself or one’s
failures, shortcomings, or (self-)destructive coping mechanisms. In other
words, it requires the ability to shed light on one’s own personal life by acknowledg-
ing its pain but also one’s own responsibility in perpetuating parts of the pain.

One of the Hardest Tasks: Consciousness Raising

As I could observe on many occasions, this was only possible when the
participants managed to gain a reflective distance from their own personal
horizon. Sometimes it happened, sometimes the discussions got stuck in the
personal, and the group assumed a (however needed) therapeutic rather than
consciousness raising function. Consciousness raising is one of the hardest
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tasks in a context where fear, pain, anguish, and rage are fed by a multitude
of social and individual sources, all laced into each other, and often impossi-
ble to disentangle because of their overwhelming emotional power.

Again, this is one of the many contradictions people living in the A.B.L.A.
Homes have to wrestle with: to be around their own people, no matter how
difficult, problematic, and violent the environment is. But they know each
other, the conditions of their lives, their own language and culture. Almetta
Russell once told me about the women'’s fear of the “outside world,” and
the example she gave was the women’s resistance to taking a walk down-
town along a street that moved through the middle class University of Illinois
neighborhood. But the women’s own neighborhood is also the place of so
much pain and suffering that the ability to move away, to move into the other
world, is a sign of hope, of success. The difficult question here is whether
there are ways of learning the language of the outside world as a second lan-
guage, or wanting to learn it, in a way that does not just promise an “escape”
from the neighborhood but other possibilities as well.

As shown by the lives of the A.B.L.A. women, and as shown by the lives of
the most marginalized people in this country (and everywhere else), there is
an intimate connection between “the economy” and “the superstructure of
values” (Bhola 1994:43). However, we cannot simply envision a change of
values without also changing the material structures that have been sup-
ported or created by current values.

As should have become clear in this report, the issue of motherwork
shows particularly well how the ideological and the material (or “economic™)
are closely aligned. However, “the economy,” and “economic activities” gen-
erally can no longer be considered as separate or central, and they can no
longer be simply a concern for economists (Gerschlager and Heintel 1993:21).
Instead, “everything belongs fundamentally together and we can speak only
from the perspective of this connection” (von Werlhof 1993a:1051). In fact,
what is summarized under the rubric of “the economy” affects every aspect
of daily life and living.

Motherwork does require a holistic mindset and a holistic practical
approach. It is work that is contextual, situational, collaborative, and inter-
generational, and it incorporates the physical, psychological, emotional, and
spiritual dimensions of life. In whatever truncated or tentative form, all of
these aspects were present in the women’s literacy group. Its participants
have shown that there are (still) gaps in the system, and that life-sustaining
desires and hopes are alive, in whatever beleaguered form. The women have
also shown that their hopes and learning desires are inseparable from the
responsibilities and tasks associated with the work of raising children.
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Notes

1. In order to deal with the great northward Black migration after World War I, and in order to
maintain the “color line,” in 1957 Chicago’s mayor channelled federal money to the Chicago
Housing Authority for building a massive number of large high-rise public housing projects.
They were all concentrated in parts of the city that were (and still are) almost exclusively
Black. Aside from reinforcing racial segregation, this also led to overcrowded Black public
schools while white schools in adjacent areas were half-empty. In 1962 the Robert Taylor
Homes, the largest public housing project in the world, was completed as the “crowning
achievement” (Lemann 1991:91-92).

2. My contributions to a collaborative endeavor have been regular participation in the WEH,
GED-related volunteer work, and teaching a class which combines reading and writing assign-
ments. GED refers to “general education development,” a certificate which is the equivalent
of a high school diploma and can be obtained by taking an official GED exam.

3. The A.B.L.A. Homes is a complex of four public housing projects known as Abbot Homes,
Brooks Homes, Loomis Homes and Addams Homes in the near West Side of Chicago.
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Chapter Three

IS LITERACY, “A GOOD DEAL"?
A CRITIQUE OF THE LITERACY
DEBATE IN CANADA

Jean-Paul Hautecoeur
UNESCO Institute for Education
Montreal, Quebec, Canada

“The most important lesson we have to learn is that literacy is not a problem that
only affects marginal sections of the population but is also a key issue that determines
the skill level of the workforce.

...In the advanced countries, conditions are ripe for the formation of a wide coali-
tion to press for the expansion of basic education. That is good news.”

Adult Illiteracy and Economic Performance
Centre for Educational Research and Innovation, OECD, 1992

“Literacy is the magic word to be used in any funding application.”
Trish AHERN, Association for Community Based Education, Washington

THE OBSESSION WITH LITERACY

One might have expected that after twenty years of struggle against
illiteracy in North America, enthusiasm for the enterprise would have dried
up. One might have thought that priority would henceforward be given to
evaluating adult education and its results, and especially to improving school
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programmes. The spectacular polarization seen in the low levels of formal
education and functionality among adults seemed to have given way to con-
centration on preventing school failure among young people, given the
increasing evidence of drop-out in schools and the decline in education
credits.

This is not the case. Instead, a surprising degree of interest is being
devoted to literacy in the economic sphere. By borrowing the language of
business, which has largely taken over public debate, greater funding and
more powerful arguments have been mobilized. This can be seen in the fol-
lowing example from among many:

...the individuals, corporations, families, communities and governments that make up

this society must all find a way to mount this [literacy at work] attack. We do not lack a

command and control mechanism for fighting this war effectively - what is missing is

decidedly not a Task Force or a Royal Commission to coordinate our efforts. We lack deci-
siveness and action.!

An old song, refurbished with a new image and a more aggressive strat-
egy. This is what this study is about: a consideration of the “obsession” with
literacy in the Canadian and North American context. What has changed in
the new approach to literacy? How has it come to dominate debate? Why is it
used? How is it received? What are its visible and hidden effects?

From our standpoint, that of action research in basic education and com-
munity action, which embraces interpretation, ethics (ecosophics) and
activism, what are the lessons to be learned from this new major offensive?
Should we follow the consensus and become parties to it, hence deriving
from it what advantages we can, or should we look for paths that do not
require us to fit in — inevitably, it is claimed — with the new world economic
order?

It may appear limiting to restrict ourselves to the register of public utter-
ances. This is so. Two other registers merit investigation: the literacy
movement® which is also known as the “literacy community” in Canada (this
has no equivalent in Europe, I believe, except perhaps in Belgium), and the
field of literacy activities, which can vary considerably from the local to the
provincial and national level. A further register should be added to these two,
that of the policies which govern educational activities. These policies would
enable us to widen the “literacy community” considerably and to forge links
with the public sectors that the professionals tend to see in isolation (educa-
tion, social security, labour, culture, the economy, etc.).

This article is less ambitious. But while it initially limits itself to public
statements about literacy, it may well reflect the whole changing field. One of
the characteristics of the new approach is the desire to speak in the name of
the whole of society, to present a “social project” addressed to the nation
and not just to a section of the population or to a single sector of activity, the
economy. The business community has taken the initiative, and its strategy of
conquest has far-reaching consequences. Let us see how it tries to dominate
through its style of rhetoric. And to what extent it succeeds.
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THE NEW APPROACH

Statements about literacy in Canada can be divided into three registers: the
economy and labour, education and schools, and citizenship and democratic life.
Each of these can be identified by key words:

¢ rights, accessibility, equity, participation and languages in statements about citizen-

ship;

» reading, writing and arithmetic, basic education, school failure, handicap, remedial

education, reading level, etc., in statements about education; and

 training, skill, communication, employability, mobility and adaptation in statements
about the economy.

In the United States, a fourth semantic register might be added: that of pri-
vate, family literacy, more pompously termed “intergenerational”. This last
trend, although not unknown in Canada, has not attained the popularity of
the others. There are also more circumscribed uses of the notion of literacy,
in particular those applied to the new technologies. But reference to com-
puterization is omnipresent in statements about the economy, increasingly
explicit in discussion of education, and rather more implicit in statements
about citizenship, which only gives communication technologies a subordi-
nate role in social interaction.

This territorial division of the literacy debate may apply particularly to
Canada by virtue of the federalist structure of the country that limits federal
and provincial competency, and of the importance given to matters of citi-
zenship in a country of immigration which is officially multicultural and
multilingual. We shall also see that the tripartite territorial division of the dis-
cussion is reproduced in the history of the literacy movement, which can be
seen as falling into three stages: the militant era of popular education; the
institutionalization of the movement in adult education and the school sys-
tem; and currently the influence of economics and the priority accorded to
labour force training.

THE FEDERAL-PROVINCIAL AXIS

In the division between federal and provincial competency, the most sig-
nificant federal share is economic responsibility for employment and labour
force training, while the provinces have responsibility for education. Thus,
within the Federal Government, the National Literacy Secretariat is under the
authority of the Minister of Human Resource Development and
Employment, while in Quebec, the literacy portfolio falls under Adult
Education within the Ministry of Education. These two tiers of government
clearly show differing political orientations. There are, nonetheless, bridges
between them, federal-provincial agreements which draw them closer
together. There are also joint projects. In some provinces, Ontario for exam-
ple, where relations between provincial and federal government are more
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fluid than in Quebec, the distinction between education and training is less
rigid. The Literacy Department, renamed the Training and Employment
Department, has passed from the Ministry of Education to the Ontario
Training and Adjustment Board, while originally it was under the Ministry of
Culture and Immigration.

In terms of the three registers of the literacy debate, while the federal
authorities clearly talk in economic terms and Quebec in terms of education,
the North-West Territories, where the question of language and culture pre-
dominates, speak principally in terms of citizenship. The majority of the
population there is autochthonous: besides English and French, six native
languages are officially recognized, and literacy is more associated with com-
munity development activities than with formal adult education. Ontario is
the province where the three registers are mixed, with the economic aspect
clearly predominating at present.

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The emergence of the literacy debate in the mid-1970s was associated with
two militant popular education movements: the one critical and left-wing,
arguing for literacy as consciousness-raising, the other more conservative,
voluntary, linking literacy with individual help for the most disadvantaged.
The original discussion largely concerned social issues. The literacy struggle
was above all a movement against unequal rights and opportunities, the
cultural aspect of the fight against poverty.

Ten years later, in the early 1980s, the literacy debate largely moved on to
adult education, with the development of the first literacy and basic educa-
tion policies. Militants and volunteers became increasingly associated with or
subsumed in adult education, which set out to spread literacy provision and
to professionalize literacy workers. In this new professional field, what was
said was a hybrid mixture of popular education and consciousness-raising,
educational psychology and remedial education, and “functional” empiri-
cism. In Quebec, the take-over of the debate by formal education was
particularly marked by the “harmonization” of adult and juvenile education
through educational commissions under an Education Act granting adults
the right to free education up to the secondary school leaving certificate,
starting with literacy. The quarter of the population with the lowest levels of
school education were the target of these literacy measures.

Widely celebrated in Canada, 1990 International Literacy Year, marked
another turning point in the literacy debate, which had become “popular”
in the English sense. The Prime Minister of Canada made it a national
priority issue by creating a Secretariat provided with a five-year budget. The
justification was largely economic. The decade 1990-2000 was to be devoted
to literacy and continuing training of the labour force in order to guarantee
Canada a place in the forefront of international competition: “Business and
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labour agree that training and education will be the key to Canadian com-
petitiveness and economic success in the remainder of this century and well
into the next.”®

THE PREDOMINANCE OF ECONOMICS
IN THE DISCUSSION

Canada’s economic difficulties are above all attributed to the lack of qual-
ifications among the labour force. The changes in the post-industrial age
(technological advances, new forms of industrial organization and interna-
tional competition) have radically altered the skills required among the
labour force. The basic skills associated with literacy have become more com-
plex: they include communication skills as well as the ability to handle
information and to use a computer, problem-solving, the ability to learn and
to adapt rapidly, etc. “Skilled minds are taking over from the skilled hands
of yesterday”.* The model is Japan, whose economic miracle is attributed to
the possession of a qualified labour force (0.5% illiteracy).

Present difficulties will be aggravated by Canada’s shortage of population,
and it will be unable in the short term to renew its labour force without the
help of immigration. “So technology, global trade and the growth of the ser-
vice sector all lead to the conclusion that the demand for basic skills will
increase... If Canada is to weather the skills shortages of the late 1990s,
upgrading the skills of adult workers must play a major role in our plans.”®

In a major publication which surveys national literacy policy, training has
become an imperative for the whole of society. Here are some extracts from
this categorical statement:

Workers everywhere, and at all levels, are having to learn new skills... Canadians who

can’t read and write, and those whose skills are only basic, need to improve their abili-

ties... It is time for employers to take on the responsibility for training all employees...

Companies must start to train, not only buy, skilled labor... Workers too must be willing

to make a commitment to life long learning.*

The national mission of basic and continuing education presupposes par-
ticipation (key word: partnership) by large sections of the socio-economic
world, among them the trade unions and the literacy community. In order
to achieve this, economic statements need to include certain key themes from
the field of education: for example, equality of women, native-language
speakers, older workers, quality of life, participation, safety at work, and
the professionalism of educators, their skill in adapting to modern life, their
capacity for cooperation and innovation, etc. Literacy must be a “good deal”
for everyone.

The foregoing provides an overview of the literacy debate. What are the
main changes which have taken place in statements about literacy? How
can we explain the marginal discussion of fifteen years ago which has evi-
dently now become a popular topic of debate visualizing education as the
way out of the crisis?
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SHIFTS IN IDEOLOGY

In order to simplify our analysis, comparisons will be made using a binary
model (then and now) and a set of indicators which I regard as the most
significant.

Definitions

Traditionally, to be literate meant being able to read, write and do arith-
metic. At what level? Somewhere between a minimum level equivalent to
fourth grade and a level considered “functional”, which was equivalent to
ninth grade. Direct reference was made to the school history of individuals in
order to quantify their degree of literacy, and to measurements which
equated with progression through school in order to compare “functional”
skills in everyday adult life.

This approach is already outmoded. In the technical jargon of human
resources and labour force planning, the ability to use written language has
been replaced by a range of communication skills, themselves seen as part
of a vast gamut of cognitive, technological, psychological and interactive
skills. Here is a sample of these basic skills to which reference is frequently
made in the United States:

-..knowing how to learn, reading, writing and arithmetic, listening and oral communi-

cation, creative thinking and problem-solving, self-confidence, motivation, setting of

objectives and career planning, inter-personal relationships, negotiation, team work,

organizational efficiency, leadership. 7

These are often supplemented by the psychological facilities expected in
a world of work where displacement and destabilization have become the
norm: mobility and adaptability.

Functional literacy used to be understood as a minimalist practice of deci-
phering written language in order to survive, to get by. In the post-modern
sense, functional literacy means successful adaptation to the culture of new
industrial environments, real or virtual: it is a test of employability rather
than an occupational experience or attainable skill.

Connotations

In the world of the imagination, the above change in the meaning of words
becomes a transformation from the binary to the “third type”, from the
mechanical to the cybernetic, from the natural and manual to the artificially
intelligent. There used to be firm ground, a solid base, a telluric density, a
force of attraction which provided a sense of reality to values, knowledge and
identity. One had the illusion of permanence in a linear perception of time.
Literacy then consisted of learning to record this history, to confirm these val-
ues and to reproduce and pass on one’s inherited identity, by way of the
church, school and work.
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The new basic education is seen as a replacement for work, a promise of
identity, even of wealth, and an investment for a different way of working:
“work insurance”, an entry ticket, a coronation rite. It lacks substance, basis,
everything but change, with no more repetitive forms and no writing by
hand. We no longer soil our hands with that. It is a preparation for entry
into a changing private world, an intelligent-intelligible environment dis-
connected from any one place. In order to conceive and create high-quality
competitive products/services/information, convertible in the South:

“Countries with the best educated and best trained work forces will prosper in a world

that is more reliant on brains than muscle... Our highly skilled work force can and must

produce more sophisticated products and services than those which will be made in the
newly developing countries.”®

The Negative and the Positive

The literacy debate was sometimes pathetic, alarmist or dramatic.
llliteracy was mentioned with a mixture of shame, pity and disapproval. It
attracted curiosity, compassion and the duty to fill the gap. It was always
negative and unbearable in the analogies it made with something evil, lack-
ing or pathological, calling for intervention to reverse or cure the malady,
often through self-sacrifice. In the world of business, illiteracy was seen to
be the cause of heavy losses and accidents, and on a world scale even of the
economic crisis in the most highly industrialized countries. It led to rumours
of decline. It mobilized great energy in the campaigns to eradicate it, in the
waves of school reform in the United States, and in the coalition literacy
movement in Canada.

Nowadays, less is heard of it, as if the danger had been averted. There are
those who regret this, as life has become less dramatic for them. The New
Age background music is a passionless opiate. It seems that the remedy has
been found, the transformation planned, the prescription of joining the New
World Order of change universally programmed. In English, this remedy is
called “upgrading”. (In this field, almost everything is translated or adapted
into other languages from English.)

It is therefore above all a psychological effect, looking forward, an antidote
to the effect of gravity: a leaven. It is no longer true “literacy” in the literal
sense; it is rather a passage from one state to another, an adaptation and a
promise of a return to participation, an enhancement of availability. Learning,
learning to learn, takes account of destiny. The real risk, all the more dangerous
as it is irremediably out-of-date, is not to embark and to condemn oneself to
growing old in obsolescence, to losing everything. The order of the day has
gone out not to speak of illiteracy any more: it is too demeaning, and outdated.”

Them and Us

Popular discussion of literacy had been based on the dichotomy between
inferior and superior, or poor-unfortunate-handicapped and well-off; pro-
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fessionals talked of educators as opposed to learners, or of workers and
clients; theoretical debate alluded to the observation of a lack which was
referred to as a linguistic or cultural deficit and a psychopathological
symptom, or as a stigma among interactionists and oppression among liber-
ationists. In popular discussion, difference had centred on ethnocentrism and
its dualism of the self and the other, which had been rendered inferior, and
this justified intervention to save the other, or rather to marginalize him or
her: It was a dramatic example of inclusion and exclusion.

In present-day utterances, the dichotomy has been replaced by the “con-
tinuum”, ethnocentric division by the perpetual movement of the new
pushing out the old. We have moved from the age of the quantitative to that
of the transformative, in which knowledge and skills are less acquired than
upgraded. Hliteracy is a threat to those who are disqualified by their outdated
skills: more of a metaphysical than a social criterion. The face of inequality
has changed: the danger is that of growing old.

It 1s important for Canada to retrain older workers so that we can compete with devel-

oping nations. These countries’ birth rates and labour force growth rates tend to be much

higher than ours... With continuous learning, Canada can have an older work force with
young skills.*

Strategies

The aggressive approach to literacy combined to form mass movements
called mobilizations, coalitions and campaigns. The war-like vocabulary of
literacy movements has frequently been remarked on, and not only in
Marxist or liberationist popular literacy. American conservatives and the
liberal business class were just as alarmist and activist. Sheryl Gowen notes
that there was a shift, in the 1980s, from the Cold War to the war on illiteracy,
the danger no longer being seen as military but economic. “The other is no
longer the communist world but the undereducated labor force and the
schools which are responsible. From the apocalyptic visions there still emerge
unacceptable levels of illiteracy and the war-like metaphors still serve to
describe the problem and to prescribe the solutions.”™

In the 1990s, in both the United States and Canada, the entire literacy
movement has been plotting and forming alliances. The aim is no longer to
combat illiteracy but to improve skill levels, productivity and the quality of
relationships. The brochure describing the activities of the National Literacy
Secretariat is entitled “Reading the Future — NLS Partnerships help
Canadians meet Challenges of a Changing World” (1993). In the United
States, the national programme to subsidize literacy in the workplace obliges
applicants to present themselves in partnerships involving at least the busi-
ness world, the trade unions and public sector education.

The community ideal, which could once be alternative and protesting, is
not integrated into the mainstream debate. Literacy and basic education are
founded on good community relations and help to improve these in
businesses as well as in cities and throughout the country.
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Statistics

Statistics have the power to provide proof, especially if they come from a
national statistical agency. One might expect that illiteracy rates in Canada
would have fallen in the last twenty years, as was observed between 1961 and
1976.

In 1961, 9% of adults aged 15 years and over (no longer in full-time edu-
cation) were illiterate (those stating that they had less than five years of
school education); in 1971, 7%; and in 1976, 5.5%.%

In 1984, the Quebec Ministry of Education, as a result of a public opinion
poll, confirmed the fall seen in 1976: 1.8% of the population were reckoned
to be totally illiterate, and 4.4% functionally illiterate (admitting having dif-
ficulty in reading and writing). The authors of the publications concluded
that: “The rate which was wrongly attributed to us [6.7%] is only plausible
in countries where the level of development is lower... While it is difficult
to expect illiteracy to vanish completely, we can at least hope that the efforts
of Quebec will enable her to reach the levels found in the most advanced
countries, such as Japan, with 0.8%.”"*

In 1987, the Southam News media group published the results of a
Canadian survey, according to which 8% of adults were “basic illiterates” and
16% “functional illiterates”. If the indicator of difficulty in reading and writ-
ing as tested is accepted globally, the result is 24% (28% in Quebec)."

The trend was dramatically reversed. We were not far from reaching
Japanese levels of excellence, and suddenly we fell back to the level of the
least industrialized countries. A comparable American survey (National
Assessment for Educational Progress) had caused national indignation.
Shortly afterwards, Statistics Canada launched a similar enquiry, with the
distinction that the word illiteracy was not used. Henceforth reference was
made to a “continuum of reading, writing and calculation skills” and to
literacy as an aptitude for handling information in everyday life.

In 1990, 62% of adults had abilities judged adequate; 22% could read sim-
ple texts but had difficulty in reading texts of current complexity; and 16%
had difficulty in reading simple texts.'®

The National Literacy Secretariat recorded that 38% of adult Canadians
“had some difficulty with basic reading material... Even more of the 62% of
people whom Statistics Canada found were able to handle most everyday
reading tasks might not be able to understand training manuals.”"”

As a result, almost one Canadian in two “does not possess the skills which
will be needed on the labor market in the ‘90s”. It is the same in the United
States: “almost half the adult population cannot manage to read a simple
newspaper or to write a short letter.”"

We have thus progressed from a strange rumour to a fact affecting a small
minority, and then to the evidence of a mass phenomenon which affects the
majority.’?Although we can only strictly speak of illiteracy with respect to
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some 7% of Canadians (reading level 1, the same figure as 20 years ago), this
fact hardly merits attention. The minimalist figure is not quoted in the
commentary on the survey.

THE FUNCTIONS OF THE LITERACY DEBATE

What are the most salient findings if the dominant approach to literacy is
set in the total context of Canadian society?

Interpretation

¢ The optimistic view of the present and the future is singularly partial. It overlooks the
major crisis in labour and employment, the growth in poverty, the radicalization of
exclusion, the erosion of social security benefits and the disengagement by the state, in
short, the darker side of world capitalism which eliminates more than it creates. It is
silent in the face of the irreparable losses of human and natural resources. It glosses
over the threatened destruction of cultures and population movements. This compla-
cent view of the world would lead to social “apartheid”: on the one hand, the spotlight
on free trade, skilled activity and competition; on the other, unspoken and unseen, the
rubbish heap for the lost and the outdated.

* The topic of literacy has also been singularly pushed to the top of the social agenda
and diverted towards economic objectives in particular. It has been moved from the
non-productive socio-cultural field to become part of the machinery of training in
post-industrial skills. In economic terms, the aim is to make it into a profitable invest-
ment, a “good deal”, rather than a form of social support for the disadvantaged or of
social unemployment management. The anticipated consequence was evidently that
investment would be attracted to the top of the agenda and diverted from intervention
with a social and cultural objective towards the economic sector.

* The salutary argument that training is “employment insurance”, a means of social and
vocational advancement and of indispensable adaptation to changes in the world of
work, is as reductionist as it is deceptive. Yes, it should mean that training will be as
successful for the individual who pursues it as it will be for larger units. However,
training professionals provide evidence for the fact that this is far from the case, espe-
cially if the excluded and “at risk” strata are taken into account, or if training is
obligatory rather than voluntary, etc.

The part played by skilled human resources in economic success is highly relative. It
can be of minor importance, or even unconnected. Or success may be in inverse pro-
portion to the completion of recognized training (in the service sector, for example
catering, deliveries or entertainment, which recruits from among the visible
minorities).

Moreover, the training provisions in place and the outside programming of the skills
required, tend to formalize the acquisition of knowledge often acquired “on the job”,
through implicit procedures and by reference to “texts” about which training profes-
sionals know nothing. Training is rather the formalization of, say, selection
procedures or other arrangements, and this is a quite different function.”

* Because illiteracy has become a mass phenomenon and turned into continuing train-
ing for all, it is now banal and normal, whereas not long ago it worried everyone. As a
result, emergency measures can no longer be justified, even though there may be a
serious effect on equity and social support policies, principally in the linking of all
forms of aid to the active population closely with participation in training, and also
in the replacement of “passive” social programmes by “active” training programmes.
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The leading role in social policy is tending to pass to the economic sector, and respon-
sibility to move from the public sector to the private, with all the possible variants in
between called partnership. The consequence is obviously the reinforcement of selec-
tion at entry to training and employment, the systemic segregation of the labour force
(also known as “feminization”) and the exclusion of growing numbers of people.”

In the final analysis, by “normalizing” illiteracy and making training universal, the
anomie will have been exacerbated. And it will be necessary to return to the social
policies of rehabilitation, entry into employment and literacy which are now termed
“adaptation” and “prevention”. This is what we are now witnessing: a renewal of lit-
eracy in the private sphere (families, libraries, etc.), the promotion of reading in school
and before school, etc.

» The optimistic approach of the business world speaks from the perspective of power
and authority which is positive and one-dimensional. It is also linked to the political
class and to a visible and influential part of the “literacy community”. It has appro-
priated certain major arguments from parallel, even dissident approaches: links with
partners in employment, trade unions and education professionals are significant
among these.

It speaks in the name of the whole of society, prescribing a global solution for the
entire active population. Its analysis of the future has squashed all debate.

This way of talking, which is now widespread, remains within the orthodoxy of
worldwide neo-liberalism but does not reveal its sources of the theoretical and politi-
cal controversies to which it gives rise?. It seeks universal acceptance as something
self-evident, with the formal or tacit support of the literacy community, which
acknowledges its success in raising their mission to the level of a national priority
and in granting them the boon of a huge professional market, that of workplace train-
ing.

A recent study on the literacy movement in Canada®concludes on the need for that
community to develop its own way of talking about the issues of social equity, every-
day life and the requirements of particular social groups, in order to encourage a
wider and more complex debate. The author observes that authority in the literacy
debate has passed to the leaders of trade unions and business, and that the literacy
community has been dragged towards economic goals that contradict its original
philosophy (“the wisdom of literacy work”).

VISIBLE AND HIDDEN FUNCTIONS

From the above, what can be seen as the main functions of the ongoing
debate?

¢ Obviously, there is an ideological function of persuasion, in order to claim that the argu-
ment is self-evident and to convince the largest possible number. The approach of
the class in power, that of the leaders of the economy, seeks substance in order to
gain popular acceptance. By way of various rhetorical tactics and socio-political
alliances, the approach of the economic theorists and the labour force planners has
been transformed into salvation in the face of what is seen as a crisis in world society.

It may appear surprising that the magic potion should be contained in the very sym-
bol of literacy. Therein lies its whole force of consensus and its illusory power: it enables
an aggressive, triumphalist approach to be transmogrified into a humanist, even pro-
gressive approach. It gives the “literacy community” a more worldwide mission,
which is presented as a new universal social project. Above all, it provides politicians
and ordinary citizens with a solution to the objective /subjective crisis of our time
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which is both moral and technical: learning as the only means of adapting to change
and sharing in its benefits, and of escaping from the anguish of exclusion. It is a new
version of the “liberationist literacy” from the beginnings of popular education: “read
words to read the world” — Paulo Freire’s dictum has been well assimilated.**

* Though less obvious, an important function of this approach is to rationalize, disguise
and make acceptable controversial practices in the organization of work. Examples include:
exercising greater selectivity in choosing workers according to skills criteria which
hide criteria of age, sex and ethnic origin; pursuing policies of human capital substi-
tution and shifting employment to less industrialized countries; replacing permanent
jobs by short-term contracts, and moving from the open labour market to the deregu-
lated market of unregistered labour; making change, innovation and mobility routine,
causing the loss of local works cultures and trade union cultures in favour of identifi-
cation with work, collective contracts, and promotion as an aim; deskilling numerous
jobs in order to accommodate those who fail or are excluded from training, under con-
ditions of work that have been compared to a return to slavery; etc.

Paradoxically, therefore, the argument in favour of training for all, under cover of
equity and progress, is helping to rationalize greater social selection and to make
systemic exclusion acceptable: temporary exclusion for the young, inescapable for
the old, by way of reabsorption for women, and a long trial period for those with dif-
ferent languages or cultures.

¢ One general political function of the priority accorded to training is to justify the
replacement of employment policies by employability measures. This solution appears to
suit our partners in the world of business. It enables the search for other solutions to
the structural crisis of work to be postponed, and the discussion of citizenship and
global ecology, which do not fit with the narrow approach of economic neo-liberalism,
to be brushed aside. It is remarkable that in Canada, public utterances on the divi-
sion of work, on support for alternatives to the social economy and the market
economy, and on the new responsibilities of public authorities and civil society in the
face of worldwide capitalism, remain subdued.® Acknowledgement is given to con-
tinuing training for its function of adaptation to the dominant economy, while its
dissident critical functions are thrust aside.

 Finally, we have to acknowledge that this vigorous approach to literacy has supported
economic growth in the training services sector and production of teaching materials,
and has given new value to education, which is threatened by drop-out among pupils
and teachers, by restrictions on funding and staff, etc. In pragmatic terms, workplace
training has opened up an expandable market and a bridge to the private sector for
adult education professionals and voluntary organizations.

FROM THE AUTHORITARIAN APPROACH
TO ANONYMOUS OPINION

We may wonder to what degree the ideological function of the dominant
approach to literacy is actually effective. Has it become incorporated into
public opinion, and above all, does it act in accordance with its intended
aims, namely to convince those it targets of their insufficient skills and of
the usefulness of improving them?

There is a serious ambiguity in the new literacy debate, a key argument
which goes against common sense: that half of the adult population is
affected, while illiteracy is still thought to be a relatively small, localized phe-
nomenon among certain sections of the population said to be “at risk”. This
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is what the earlier surveys led people to believe. The essential rhetorical tac-
tics of the new approach consist in taking the symbolic potential of earlier
statements and removing its high drama, making it appear banal, turning it
from negative to positive, from others to ourselves, and from ourselves in
general to each individual. By moving into the economic and employment
arena, we also move from the world of those receiving social security assis-
tance to that of honest, competent, respectable workers. There is a risk that
the whole argument will be rejected.

Jennifer Horsman noted that “literacy has a stronger moral imperative
than most other problems.”?* When it concerns others, there is a consensus;
when it concerns oneself and the collective self, it is an insult. We attribute the
cause of unemployment, which is today a threat to most workers, to some-
thing outside. If it is somebody’s “fault”, we do not blame ourselves. It lies
somewhere else, somewhere difficult to define. Wage-earners who are suf-
fering the “crisis” in their thousands see themselves as victims. The
arguments about lack of skills, inadaptability and a fortiori of illiteracy
among workers that are invoked to rationalize the crisis and to explain indi-
vidual sanctions therefore might well be forcefully rejected as inconceivable,
immoral, even Machiavellian.

Let us see what public opinion polls say about the dominant approach in
the literacy debate.

Public Opinion Polls

According to ABC Canada, in 1990 85% of adults thought it very important
to be able to read and write in working life and life in general; a similar num-
ber thought literacy an important or very important problem in Canada.
However, less than two thirds of the people asked had heard it talked about
(62%); a tiny minority admitted that it was the question that most concerned
them or that affected them directly or personally.””

Three items of information: the first is insignificant and confirms that lit-
eracy is an important issue (in the same way as the quality of the
environment and health) and is of concern to people. The second measures
the extent of public awareness about the subject, which has been popularized
by the media: over a third of the public have still not heard about it. The third
item of information is important: the problem is somewhere else, not in one-
self. As for the consequences of the problem, hardly one person in five
realizes that it affects the economy.

These last two items contradict the dominant tone of the debate.

Three Hypotheses

1. People are dishonest or do not recognize a humiliating characteristic in themselves.

2. People are poorly informed and rather ignorant; their replies reflect their functional
illiteracy.



70 ALPHA 96

3. People are informed and their replies are honest; they do not have a communication
problem.

The first hypothesis is often defended by the literacy community. The
problem certainly exists, quite widely in fact, but it is sensitive and cannot
be addressed openly.?® The second is typical of the ethnocentric authoritar-
ian approach. A survey by the Conference Board of Canada (1992) conducted
among business managers provides confirmation: 70% stated that they had
problems with functional literacy, which was responsible for staff turnover,
absenteeism, accidents and losses in productivity.?® The third hypothesis is, in
the author’s view, the most plausible and the most reasonable. It needs fur-
ther investigation.

The Quebec poll of 1984 estimated the proportion of the adult population
with reading and writing difficulties to be 5%. The 1990 survey by Statistics
Canada put at 6% the number of adults who judged their reading ability
inadequate. In relation to employment, 8% of adults believed that inadequate
reading ability limited employment opportunities; among those in employ-
ment, 2% thought their reading ability inadequate for the purposes of their
occupation. In the Southam News survey of 1987, only one person in five
among those identified as “functional illiterates” thought their reading abil-
ity inadequate for the purposes of their employment, some 5% of the total
adult population.

All these figures combine in throwing doubt on the rising results of the
surveys in which estimates of the skills of those surveyed are made from the
outside by experts, and in undoing the correlation posited by economic com-
mentators between supposed underqualification in communication skills at
work and training needs.

Or it may be that working environments have not changed as radically as
is claimed, and that the skills acquired are not outdated. Or that changes in
methods and means of communication have indeed come about, but that
employees have adapted and that they have been able to update their literacy
skills in a pragmatic way.

In the mass surveys, people are isolated — as in school tests and exami-
nations — from the real ways in which they communicate, cooperate and
divide their work. Surveys create a peculiar communication situation, pro-
grammed (by others) to be one-way and invalidating any generalization of
the results to a whole population or, particularly, to other situations, the work
context, for example. Real ways of communicating at work and of solving
problems have been documented through ethnographic and participatory
observations, and commented on and interpreted by the protagonists. These
monographs describe practices that are far more complex than the standard-
ized tests and conventional judgments with academic references would lead
us to believe.
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PARTICIPATORY OBSERVATION

Sheryl Gowen has been able to show that in the hospital in the southern
United States where she carried out her investigation, the literacy pro-
gramme set up by the management reproduced the power structure of the
business, through separation, hierarchy and control, instead of improving
communication skills and facilitating vertical exchange. Contrary to the per-
ceptions of their superiors, maintenance staff did carry out their tasks, did
communicate and learn effectively, but not in the order laid down in bureau-
cratic commands, and they resisted the culture that they believed the teachers
were handing down. “In this program, there were many employees who
resisted a learning style based exclusively on the decontextualization of work
... Their resistance was not only a political act, but also an individual effort to
keep control of their own authentic and efficient ways of constructing
knowledge and using language.”*

The assumption of inadequate skills is contradicted, and the burden of a
single continuum imposed by the authoritarian approach is undermined,
revealing the discontinuity of language, usages and values, which Gowen
calls the other “literacies”. These other “literacies”, black and at the bottom of
the social scale, remain hidden also because they are illegitimate, but they
oppose the order to white them out by the strength of their identity, their
solidarity and resistance.

After assiduously following a group of women enrolled in literacy,
Jennifer Horsman confirms that “many women thought their skills adequate
while other people thought they had a literacy problem. The other people’s
description had nothing to do with their own perceptions of what they could
and could not do.... In the final analysis, we have to trust to individuals” own
judgment of their true performance.” Why, then, were these women attend-
ing a literacy group? Because “they wanted something from life that was
different from what they knew”. They gave literacy the power of a lottery
ticket, and they remained for as long as the dream was upheld. But they “got
out” if they felt demeaned by being thought incompetent by some authority
that attributed to them a need they did not have. Drop-out must be seen as an
intentional act of resistance, and not as a “want of motivation”, as educators
frequently interpret it.*

Another Canadian study sets out to report on the phenomena of difficult
recruitment and easy drop-out that are universally lamented in the literacy
community. This is despite the fact that as much energy is invested in aware-
ness and other work (sometimes called pre-literacy) as in educating and
retaining “learners”. This fact is also alluded to in an OECD study:

The two most serious problems of present-day basic education programmes: the recruit-
ment of learners...and the retention of students...*

Audrey Thomas identifies the following causes as being responsible for
the non-participation of adults in programmes aimed at them:
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a frequently chaotic life history which hampers any educational project;

lack of self-confidence: illiteracy remains a secret, an object of shame;

poorly perceived needs and traumatizing previous experience of schooling;

loss of heart at the long road to completing secondary education or to finding a job;
absence of provision, in the countryside for example;

unsuitability of some programmes in the face of a demand for discreet help in private;
learning difficulties and various handicaps;

the priority of vocational training;

bureaucratic recruitment and frequent changes in policy;

lack of support services, such as creches; and

programmes that are too academic.*

There is also the deficit theory which confirms the poor perception of
needs and argues for an improvement in provision. While the quality of pro-
vision may be called into question, the words of the speakers who have
agreed to be interviewed are reinterpreted according to a clinical tradition
or a professional register, but are not accepted at face value, despite their
weight of experience and the knowledge of the speakers. As Glynda Hull
expresses it, “too much confidence placed in the power of literacy and too
little credit given to people’s skills”.**

However, the title of the study by Audrey Thomas — The Reluctant Learner
— might lead us to expect a dialogue between equals with a public which is
generally treated as a client or a patient (once captured!). Such a dialogue
would have been possible if the author had opted less for reinforcement of
the other as a “learner” and more for help and solidarity in resistance: for
direct expression, strengthened by the learner’s own words. But the barrier
remains between the two sides, and the study, which sets out to find ways
of overturning it, only succeeds in confirming its existence. It is research at a
distance, claimed as objective, in which the expert’s words do not encounter
the subjects of the expertise, but individualizes them and isolates them in
order better to treat them.

50, the surveys agree with the authoritarian approach when they discuss
the problem of literacy only in terms of a universal abstraction or, more sim-
ply, when they merely confirm the saying that “it is better to be educated, rich
and healthy than stupid, poor and sick.” But they contradict the dominant
approach to the literacy debate when the “problem” is put in context and is
contrasted with personal experience and people’s familiar world. Not only
do people not speak in the prescribed manner (between nought and one per-
son out of ten), but this is also seen as threatening. People then seek to protect
themselves from it and to resist the prescription of training as an imposed
fate. People’s desires, requirements and demands are quite different. That is
doubtless the main reason why people participate so little in training pro-
grammes and remain for such a short time.

The Southam News survey had shown that only 3% of the people identi-
fied as “functional illiterates” were taking part in remedial courses; and that
10% of the same population might enrol in such courses at some time (15%
among young adults). A Quebec study on drop-out from the literacy
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programme estimated the figure for this to be about 40%.%* This fact has to
be recognized as the opposite pole to the aim of “creating a learning culture”,
particularly where it should a priori be indispensable. Here is Horsman’s ver-
sion from the opposite pole:

The women hope that enrolling in these programmes will help them to escape from the

minimum wage and to find a “career” — an adequate wage. They hope to realize the
promise of literacy, but at the same time, they doubt whether this promise is real.

[These women] were looking for a way out of dependence and wanted to change their
lives. They discovered, on the contrary, that these programmes tied them more firmly into
the network of social services and everyday life from which they wanted to escape.

NEXT STEPS

A critical study of the economic approach which dominates the literacy
debate deserves to be completed by investigating at least two other regis-
ters: the discussion of self-evaluation among training professionals, and what
the “participants” say themselves. What the professionals have to say, some-
times in dialogue with the authoritarian approach (which also determines
funding priorities), should be considered in order better to test the reception
or ideological impact of the neo-liberal economic approach on training, and
hence to place our criticism in context. But it will also enable us to explore the
little known experimental workshops, especially in the economic field, which
have broken away from productionism and educational activism.

For example, the following extract from a psychiatric evaluation classifies
the public as being in an “extreme state” and seeks to find a meeting point,
far removed from institutionalized education:

How often have I not felt like them! Are they so different from us? If we content ourselves

with regarding these trainees as people who find it difficult to adapt to school or society,

we shall not really obtain tangible results, and all the educational theories now and to come
will not make much difference .... Knowledge is what is built on an existing gap. We have

to give the trainee time to get to know the other, to want the other, time to see the gap.

But schools always want to bridge the gap, and that makes any meeting with the other

impossible .... We really must create a place which does not have to produce results ....*”

We may not overlook what participants have to say both explicitly and tac-
itly (this is usually termed in French their “témoignage” rather than discours,
which latter supposes a structure, coherence and legitimacy that are not gen-
erally seen in a a “témoignage” of a so-called illiterate person). For research
purposes this has to be investigated as an expression of knowledge, experi-
ence and plans. It is up to the subjects to define in what they are
“participating”, and why, or why they are not participating or have ceased
to do so in the face of the prescription of literacy, and what are their urgent
and absolute needs and wants.

For the purposes of action, it is imperative to talk to those principally
involved in training and education, in order jointly to plan the project, to
reconcile provision with what is demanded, to decide on a collaborative
contract, or to refuse it.
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The following, for example, is an extract from an experience of working
after a training course which should be quoted in any official pronouncement
on the virtues of literacy as a solution to marginalization and poverty:

“After the course at the centre the difficulties began. With that sort of training, it is hard

to find a job and, if you find one, the pay is low. In my present job ... our bosses think

we're inferior and seem to want to punish us because of our social situation. In future,
I'll never again say where I come from, and I hope that'll be better ....”**

The question asked was: “What are the lessons to be learned from this new
ideological offensive, and what paths can be found around the borders of
the new world economic order?” A pragmatic way of answering is to exam-
ine other ways of talking about literacy and other types of social action which
set out to solve, not the mass problem of basic education (which is only a
problem for businesses and business educators), but the radical problems of
exclusion which affect all social relationships and a dangerously growing
number of individuals. We therefore have to look at specific literacy practices
in order to see overall what is being done to improve and transform transac-
tions that cross cultural, economic, social and ecological boundaries.

The references in this text to dissident literacy practices have already
hinted at other forms of transaction and education marked by solidarity.
Besides the dominant economic model, there are in fact basic education pro-
grammes in most Canadian provinces, and programmes for young people
adapted for community development and the promotion of citizenship
rights.> These last objectives are sometimes integrated into trade union
demands, which introduce them into places of work.

However, some fields of action are also developing which lead into other
social practices. This is a movement opposed to the professionalization and
sectoralization of literacy and hence — which is very important —
opposed to the enclosing of target populations in “chaotic career paths” and
“dead ends”.* These experiments can be grouped into three or four cate-
gories with different orientations:

» That with the most official backing is the “plain language” movement, which brings

measures to improve communication within reach of ordinary citizens, in both pub-
lic services and commercial and community communications.*!

* The second is part of a tradition of popular education, adapting its ways of working to
the main aspects of segregation, especially in urban environments: systemic
racism/ageism/sexism. The barriers to communication and exchange between equals
(among them illiteracy in the sense of a systemic process of disqualification and soci-
olinguistic relegation) call for intercultural (antiracist and antisexist) intervention
aiming at “bringing down the barriers” and at building bridges between the exclusion
zones.*

¢ The third movement brings together a large number of organizations whose aims are
the development of the community economy and integrated local development. Social,
cultural and educational activities are an integral part of these economic initiatives for
the whole community, which are more or less independent of the state and the domi-
nant labour market, and of their goods and services. Literacy can be incorporated as a
complementary activity or can be transformed into practical communication.**
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¢ There are also traces in Canada of a movement which is more developed in Europe
and Latin America: cultural action in certain environments whose structure has been
destroyed or which are in search of identity. It takes many forms: theatre, writing,
radio, puppets, music, photography, multimedia performance, historical research,
oral literature, etc. These traces of reconstruction of cultural identity, which may or
may not coincide with traditional literacy practices, are particularly visible among
the autochthonous nations of Canada.

The research undertaken in the ALPHA 96 project essentially concerns
the second and third categories, in North America and Europe. Cultural
experiments should be the subject of a future ALPHA project. As for the first
theme, known in North America as “plain language”, this would also merit
particular critical attention in the field of literacy proper, in association with
the theoretical and sociolinguistic questions of voluntary change in language,
and with the linguistic mutations brought about by the new communications
technologies and the information market.

While the obsession with literacy urgently needs to move from the “single
idea” — which Ignacio Ramonet defines as “the translation into ideological
terms with a claim to universality of the interests of a set of economic forces,
in particular those of international capitalism”** — to a wide range of slogans
and deprecated skills, it seems that we are a long way from freeing ourselves
from the burden of its consequences. As regards “plain language” in partic-
ular, it might well be the utopia which keeps alive the machinery of
productionism, the right-thinking members of the communicative citizenry
and the humanist educators. Literacy for all in plain language seems to be a
new obscurantism which calls forth our ineluctable “obsession” with
criticizing it.
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Chapter Four

ALSO WORKS — EARNING
AND LEARNING

Wendy Desbrisay
Ottawa — Canada

ALSO WORKS, BASIC EDUCATION AND
ECONOMIC SURVIVAL

ALSO WORKS is an industrial cleaning company that was set up within
an Ottawa literacy program, ALSO (Alternative Learning Styles and
Outlooks), to give students a chance to “earn while they learn”. In the excite-
ment of the first year, 1986, the group worked together to write this article for
a literacy newsletter.

All of us came to ALSO to learn to read and write better, hoping that this would help us
get jobs in the future. We were all getting by on welfare, and it’s hard to learn when you
are always worrying about not having enough money or enough food, or a place to live.
We began to realize that just learning to read and write might not be enough to get jobs,
when there aren’t enough jobs to go around. We wanted a better chance in life, and we
decided to try to make our own jobs.

We had some meetings to talk about what kinds of work we might do. We looked at the
experiences we had among us, and we decided to try cleaning, landscaping, painting, and
odd jobs. We wanted to pay ourselves a decent wage, and to work part-time and still go
to school.

We needed some money to get started, for advertising and for some of the tools to do
our work. We sent out an ALSO newsletter to tell people about us and to ask for dona-
tions. We had a carwash and a booksale, and took part in a walkathon. We sent out 300
flyers and only got two telephone calls. Our first job didn’t work out so well. It was a
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painting job. One guy was up a 40-foot ladder and another guy was holding the ladder. A
neighbor called the man we were working for and said, ‘I hope you're not paying those
guys by the hour!” We almost gave up.

We decided to do cleaning only. A community group called Housing Help gave us our
first cleaning contract. Then the other tenants in our building found out what we were try-
ing to do and gave us a chance cleaning their offices. We were on trial for two months and
then we got a contract for the next year. At first we had to borrow the equipment we

needed to do the work. It was a great day when we saved up enough money to buy our
own buffer.

There were things we had to learn the hard way. ALSO WORKS has no boss. We work
out problems and make decisions by talking it over at meetings. Sometimes we didn’t
know how to tell each other when we were upset about something. A couple of times
we worked from 8 in the morning until 12 at night and felt like quitting. The paperwork
is hard for most of us. One worker got so frustrated trying to keep his records straight that
he wanted to hire another worker to do it for him.

Now we have 8 cleaning contracts and are bringing in $40,000.00 a year. Our customers
seem very happy with our work. People are excited when we tell them about ALSO
WORKS, so we think we will be able to get more contracts.

Three of us have gone off welfare. We each work about 25 hours a week, mostly in the
evenings. We still go to school during the day. We are learning to talk to customers,
order supplies, make work schedules, keep records, make invoices and read instructions
on the cleaning products.

We have learned a lot from this experience. We have more money and more confidence in
ourselves than we had before. People tell us we should be proud, and we are.

ALSO WORKS was a natural outgrowth of ALSO’s philosophy and
approach to adult education. ALSO itself was created in 1979 by a group of
educators who felt that the structure of the educational institution they
worked in oppressed both themselves and their adult basic education stu-
dents. They envisioned ALSO as a progressive place both to work and learn.
They wanted to create an alternative without the drawbacks of the institu-
tions, and to offer a service which they found was missing in the basic
education field.

The collective that created ALSO saw a need, marketed their service, and
took charge of the conditions of their own work. The ALSO WORKS project
was another attempt to create jobs, and to organize a workplace where stu-
dents could have control, income, dignity, and the chance to continue
learning. The outcomes have not been revolutionary, but the issues raised
may help shed light on how educators might support the efforts of disad-
vantaged people and groups to survive in a climate where the odds are
against them.

ALSQ as an organization was based on an alternative view of the literacy
issue: as structural, not personal. The group was anti-hierarchical and criti-
cal of social and institutional policies, and wanted to give students control
over what and how they learned. It tried to focus on people’s strengths, not
their weaknesses; considered advocacy to address structural barriers an
integral part of its work. It maintained links with other social-change-ori-
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ented organizations and worked with them around common social aims,
valuing the learning of self-respect, assertiveness, and knowledge about
rights above simple literacy skills acquisition. It addressed literacy by
addressing students’ most pressing life concerns. And it continued to strug-
gle with the challenges of co-operative, non-hierarchical work and learning.

In the seven years before ALSO WORKS was created, most of the hun-
dreds of students who came to ALSO were in two categories with regard to
employment. Either they had been labelled as unemployable because of some
disability, and had internalized that label; or they came with unrealistic hopes
that literacy would lead to a good job and lift them out of poverty.

We started ALSO WORKS because we saw that upgrading their literacy
skills was not improving our students’ prospects in a tightening labour mar-
ket. Our students were not even able to access training for the most unskilled
jobs. One of our students was interested in a course for health care aides
offered by a local industrial training body. We were assured that although the
entry requirement was grade 10, the admission test was at about a grade 7
or 8 level. She did not pass the test, which was full of old-fashioned gram-
mar and multiple choice vocabulary questions that confused her and had
nothing to do with the course content. This student’s literacy skills are more
than adequate for the kind of job this course might have led to, and she has
other rare skills and qualities for the field. While there are a few job training
programs that include literacy and numeracy content, these are for very
unskilled occupations, and are usually far too short-term to improve any-
one’s literacy skills very much.

Many of these men and women had worked all their lives, and in better
times they had experienced themselves as full citizens. They came to the lit-
eracy program with the hope that it could reopen the door to adult status and
pride. Their discovery that it can take a long time just to learn basic reading
and writing, along with constant reminders about high unemployment even
among well-educated people, was most discouraging. Especially for the men,
losing their identity as workers had eroded their confidence and affected
their self-esteem. Unemployment is hard on anyone’s self esteem, but when
it was combined with exposure to increasing publicity blaming illiteracy for
all kind of personal and social ills, these people came to accept the blame.
Their studies often didn’t go well because of their lost self-confidence and the
everyday stress and practical struggles of poverty. Turnover in the program
was high as these pressures led people to leave school for short-term jobs,
become unemployed again, and maybe return to the program to try again.
For ourselves and for them we had to find more hope and more movement.

GETTING STARTED
Participants

The group that started ALSO WORKS included three ALSO educators,
half a dozen students, and several community members interested in coop-



84 ALPHA 96

erative work and community development. Since then several other educa-
tors and a number of other students have participated to varying degrees.
At present the group consists of six workers, three of whom have been there
since the beginning. ALSO educators still provide support.

All of the student participants were on social assistance and had limited
literacy (ranging from not able to read and write at all to elementary-level
skills). The group has included sole support mothers, people who have been
in conflict with the law, Native Canadians, new Canadians, and people clas-
sified as disabled. They had considerable work experience and skills, but also
employment barriers - such as non-standard English, missing front teeth,
tattoos, and most of all, lack of educational credentials. But by far the greatest
barrier they faced was the increasing competition for fewer and fewer jobs.

Process

The first months of ALSO WORKS were an exciting time. Everyone was
hopeful and energised by the new direction and the practical focus. The
learning /work we did together included identifying the group’s collective
work skills and experience, researching the market for these skills, finding
out how social assistance income would be affected, deciding how to adver-
tise, preparing estimates, organizing the actual work, finding out what
government “red tape” would be involved. We made use of our connections
with other progressive groups in the community to find a market for the ser-
vices of the company.

We were not experts either in cleaning or in business, but even if we had
been, we would not have wanted to set up a linear program. We worked
closely with the worker/ learners to identify and find the knowledge and
resources we needed as we went along. The skills of participating in meet-
ings, arriving at decisions, resolving conflict, taking responsibility and
“ownership” also needed attention. The paperwork involved in choosing and
ordering supplies, figuring out payroll deductions, writing cheques and
banking, billing customers, and reading notes from customers became a reg-
ular part of the week’s work.

This is how the educator who co-ordinated the project remembers those
times.

Some of the most exciting things about starting ALSO WORKS were the opportunities it

opened up and the energy it released for doing literacy and numeracy work. People had

gotten disillusioned about literacy work ever leading to a job, but they regained their
enthusiasm for learning in the context of running their company.

Most of the participants had never had a bank account. Now they learned to calculate
their hours and the government deductions, to write their own paycheques, and to use
the bank. People learned how to use the computer to make invoices for the customers.
They learned to fill out deposit slips and put the money in the bank. Everyone played a
part in keeping the financial records. Comparing prices took on extra significance when
we were shopping for expensive cleaning materials in large quantity.

We studied the metric system (most adult Canadians grew up learning the imperial
system of measurement) by learning how to properly dilute cleaning products. It was
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much more interesting learning about percentage when figuring out how much vacation
pay you were going to get. It was less arduous to work on an adding machine when we
were finding out how much money the company had in the bank.

As educators, we developed reading materials as needs revealed themselves. When we
saw students struggling with a task, we would find or create clearly written instructions or
tools to help them do it. For example, one man could not spell out numbers in words, but
managed to write his own cheques after we put a chart with the numbers spelled out in the
front of the chequebook. We rewrote the government pamphlet “Your rights as a Worker
in Ontario’. We printed clear directions on ‘How to figure out your pay’. We used colour-
coded files. We kept minutes of our meetings and started the next meeting by reading
them together. We looked for ways to make everything as ‘shareable’as possible.

Although learning the metric system, interpreting a manual for equipment use, etc. may
be hard for people struggling with basic literacy, it is even harder to learn the interper-
sonal communication and problem solving needed for cooperative work. For adults who
have been on the sidelines of their society, learning how to balance your own needs with
the group’s needs is a slow and often difficult process: learning how to listen, how to
stay on topic, how to express yourself clearly, how to resolve conflict when it arises, how
to arive at decisions.

The content of our meetings ranged from “housekeeping” to discussing policy ques-
tions: Do new workers get less money? Do they get stuck with the least desirable jobs? Do
women get the menial tasks? What kind of seniority policy do we want? What about a
travel allowance for people working in more than one location per day? How are we
going to train new workers? What about quality control and supervision?

Like many literacy educators, we have long been advocates of plain language. It has
been harder for us to live up to those beliefs. Those who use language best (or most eas-
ily) often have more influence whether they want it or not. As workers became more
confident, they would attend meetings with our customers. Yet they often came away not
understanding what had been said. We could “debrief” when we got back from meetings,
but we could neither transform the mainstream way of doing business nor successfully
teach the learners how to fit in.

One of the ongoing tensions was around the balance of literacy work and cleaning work.
A first people agreed to work no more that 20 hours a week so that they would have
time for the literacy component of the program but inevitably they found that at only
twenty hours a week they were not much further ahead financially that they were when
they were on social assistance. So some people began working longer hours but the result
was that they had less time for literacy work.

ALSO WORKS had the full time attention of one educator for at least two
years. It still requires considerable administrative support. The business could
not have survived without staff support and intervention in problem-solv-
ing, marketing, and internal and external negotiations. This is long-term work.

CHALLENGES
Funding

Although our application to the federal government for full-time training
allowances for the participants was turned down, perhaps this was a good
thing at the time. The worker /learners could take full credit as their earn-
ings brought in the only revenues, and it might have been discouraging to get
used to living on training allowances and then not be able to earn enough to



86 ALPHA 96

replace them. About a year after ALSO WORKS began, provincial support
became available for literacy program operation and special projects. This
funding helped pay for staff time spent building and supporting ALSO
WORKS for the first two years.

Competitive Market

On one hand, we faced a competitive market where large cleaning com-
panies keep prices low by exploiting workers who have few options. On the
other hand, we had several very supportive customers who approved of
what we were doing and wanted to help. One contract was in fact only avail-
able to community groups.

There was an understanding that our workers were making an effort to
learn, and needed a break. Some of the groups felt like partners in what we
were doing. Without this understanding and solidarity we might have lost
our contracts. The competition in the mainstream workplace is a very real
barrier to groups like ALSO WORKS. Fortunately there is an “alternative”
market.

Social Class/Culture Barriers

Although at the beginning staff and students were equally hopeful and
enthusiastic, as a group we probably did not have a commonly-understood
vision. Even when we began the project, the staff hoped ALSO WORKS
would become a workers’ co-op, while the students probably just wanted
jobs. Of course we talked about it a lot, but maybe “workers’ co-op” meant
something different from different points of view. This became clear when
there was talk of expansion and the participants wanted to become foremen
and hire new people to do the cleaning. ALSO staff could not agree to a vision
of the enterprise as a typical hierarchical business. This dampened partici-
pants’ motivation for expanding the company as they did not see any benefit
to themselves. The educators would have liked to bring in more students
but were not comfortable expanding the company without the full consent
and co-operation of the whole group. This kind of impasse recurred at dif-
ferent times with resulting feelings of frustration for all.

I believe that there is a serious social class gap between helping profes-
sionals and those who come, willingly or coerced, for their help. I see this as
a crucial challenge in helping people get power in their lives. This
culture/language gap makes it hard to discuss what we really want, what we
believe, how we see things. People who are not middle-class often become
unconfident or disinterested if the conversation gets too abstract. If we want
to work with people across social class and cultural lines to transform real-
ity, the first step is to develop a common language. It is not easy to truly share
knowledge, skills and power.
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Hierarchy, Co-operation, Solidarity

The nature of industrial cleaning is that people work alone, at night. For
various reasons — poor health, transportation problems, lack of standards,
addictions, etc. our cleaners did not always do good work, or in fact even
show up. All our customers at times overlooked substandard work, workers
not showing up, workers lacking social skills in dealing with their clientele,
even a worker eating all the food from their staff fridge. Sometimes they com-
plained. Whose job was it to monitor the quality of the work? The group did
not have the skills for peer supervision. How do you criticise someone’s work
if you are not their boss? This has been a recurring problem throughout the
group’s history, and they are still struggling to establish standards, clearer
guidelines for each contract, and other methods of quality control.

My observation is that most people have an ambivalent response to the
issue of hierarchy, at the same time resenting being low on the ladder and
hoping to get a higher position. The idea of doing away with this kind of
structure was not part of participants’ thinking. I think when in the past they
opted for informal economic activity it was partly due to fatalism about hier-
archy and their place in it. ALSO WORKS offered them another way to be in
control of their work. However, collective self-determination requires great
skills in communication, negotiation, problem-solving, etc. which most peo-
ple have not had a chance to develop.

Many literacy learners have had negative and oppressive social experi-
ences in the past. The prison experience, for example, is not the best training
ground for cooperative work. Most have had few opportunities to make deci-
sions and choices. Dependency is a natural result of the traditional concept of
taking orders and working ‘for’ or ‘under’ someone else. The same is true
for the social assistance experience. It was challenging to establish a balance
between providing support and training on one hand, and encouraging par-
ticipants to take responsibility and make choices on the other.

Although the workers seemed to like each other and to have cordial rela-
tionships, this was not a deep solidarity. When things went wrong, the
workers often did not have the confidence, skills, or maybe even motivation
to confront the tasks of problem-solving and negotiating each other and with
customers. There were tensions as people felt others were not pulling their
weight. They lost their willingness to work hard when they felt their partners
were’t doing the same. At this point constructive confrontation is necessary,
but this is a skill too few people have. This problem is not unique to disad-
vantaged and undereducated people — it is also common in community
organizations, businesses, university faculties, government departments. As
happens even in these more priviledged settings, some problems went
underground and undermined the collective.

This kind of venture needs participants who understand and value co-
operation. Many literacy students’ life experience of urban poverty,
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alienation and individual survival has not prepared them for this. Even years
of trying to work together did not develop this attitude in all participants.
Although some feel a strong sense of solidarity, others dropped away with-
out ever communicating their real views or hearing how their participation
was seen by their co-workers. Being unwilling to take over, staff were at times
unable to help the group expose and resolve interpersonal problems. Even
now, not all of the participants have a solid feeling of shared responsibility
and ownership.

RESULTS

There is wide variation in how people used the experience and how it
affected their lives. This participant is still enthusiastic:

When I came to ALSOT had no idea of what I could do. I had no self-esteem. I was afraid
to try anything and I couldn’t even tell anyone how scared I was. All T knew was that
didn’t want to do servant jobs anymore.

First I studied for my drivers’ test and passed. Then I studied for my citizenship and got
that. I joined ALSO’s Board of Directors. I got involved with ALSO WORKS.

My first job with ALSO WORKS was cleaning a house once a week. When those people
moved away I started to do paperwork to make up the cleaning hours I lost. Those days
Mike did the administration and we all used to write our own cheques. Mike’s confidence
in me gave me the courage to try. I was so tense that I used to reverse the numbers and
make lots of mistakes. I was afraid of letting everyone down. One little mistake and the
whole financial record is out.

I'm still scared but it doesn’t block me anymore. [ keep trying new things. I took key-
boarding at the adult high school. I took two business courses by correspondence and
got very good marks. But I'm not looking for credits, I'm looking for ways to keep learn-
ing and doing something. I never dreamed I could have the job I have now. I'm not sitting
in a class listening to someone talk about it, I'm learning by actually doing it.

I'still have trouble with spelling and grammar. I still can’t write a contract good but I draft
it and bring it to the teachers to find out how to make it better. I was proud when I fin-
1shed the bid for the last contract and even prouder when we got it. I wrote a referrence
(sic) letter for one of the other workers and it felt really good.

I don't think ALSO WORKS needs a boss - I sure don’t want the role. I'm a student, a
worker, a supervisor, even a teacher sometimes. I have a responsibility that comes with
my new job but I don’t need to play boss. Everybody still treats me the same, not as a
student or a supervisor, just as me. When I had to speak to a co-worker about his work, I
told him we’d been friends for years and I didn’t want it to come between us, but it was
part of my responsibility to speak to him if there were complaints. I asked how he wanted
me to approach him. He said “just tell me”.

Before, we didn’t have anyone supervising. The idea was, the job is there to be done,
we're all the boss, you can do it in your own way. We're lucky we had sympathetic cus-
tomers who understood that we were learning as we went along and gave us a chance to
correct our mistakes. Now I've asked the customers to meet with me once a month to
talk about how it’s going. I work along with a new worker or someone working on a
new contract for the first while until we establish what the job is. I also work along with
the woman who is taking over my old job just like the teachers work along with me until
I’'m ready to take over.
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I think ALSO WORKS has a chance of surviving, although if ALSO goes down I'm not
so sure. ALSQ is kind of an umbrella over ALSO WORKS. Things are running pretty
smoothly. We're hiring someone to help me look for more contracts. Some of the new stu-
dents are bringing new enthusiasm and ideas. We're hopeful.

We used to say that if we had more education we wouldn’t be here. Now I don’t think
education is the main thing. Lots of people have education and they still don’t have con-
fidence, or a good job. Education is important and it’s good to always keep learning. But
what it takes is people who care. It wasn’t just going to school that helped me - it was
that people believed in me and I didn‘t want to let them down. They saw something in me
that I didn’t see in myself. It made me want to try. If people hadn't cared for me I would-
n’t have achieved anything. Our teachers give a lot of themselves - not for profit or
personal gain, but because they want to give people a chance to help themselves. They
go beyond what's (sic) their job. They put people before dollars and cents, and that’s
very rare.

This participant is more resigned:

“I can read better than I used to. I found out that I don’t need to know every word to be
able to understand what something says. I take a guess and then I check to see if I'm right.
I figure I've lived long enough to be pretty good at guessing. Anyway I'm not afraid to try
to read something now. But I still mostly get along without reading much. Not being
able to read and write doesn’t embarass me as much as it used to. I'll ask someone for help
now where before I would just try to cover up. I'd still like to work on my reading and
writing more, but I don’t think I have the energy to work and go to school.

I don’t mind the work. The worst thing is [ have no security. ['m starting to have a prob-
lem with my knee. What if I can’t work? If I don’t work, [ don’t get paid. And what about
when I get too 0ld? We have no pension plan.

ALSO WORKS is definitely a good thing, but I thought it all would have happened faster.
I thought by now we’d have 20 contracts and 1 or 2 guys would be in charge. I think
there’s gotta be someone in charge. People screw up - I've done it myself. At the begin-
ning I put everything into it. But I got so mad when I thought another worker was letting
the rest of us down. Everyone was complaining to me behind the guy’s back, but when 1
finally blew up and told him off at a meeting, no one backed me up. That really hurt me,
and I decided to keep my mouth shut.

My heart’s not really in it the same way now. I just do my job. I don’t like going to meet-
ings. I get bored, and it drives me crazy. We can talk about something for months without
getting down and doing something about it.

I've learned a lot though. I learned a lot just from working with Mike. Like, I've learned
not to be so prejudiced. At first I just didn’t talk about it because I knew he didn’t like it.
But I had to think about it, and now I think along different lines.”

Economic Results

ALSO WORKS still exists after 8 years. Several workers are partially or
fully supported by their work with the company. The business could expand
with enough administrative support and committed participants. There will
always be a market for services like industrial cleaning, and a certain part of
that market will be open to purchasing these services from a group they feel
needs an extra break. The group is now investigating the industrial cleaning
market, the competitition, etc., with a view to expansion.

The participants’ economic status has not changed much. Their incomes
are still low whether their earnings are supplemented by social assistance or
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not. However, their participation in ALSO WORKS has affected their rela-
tionship to work by keeping up their hope, confidence, self esteem,
connections to the community, and employment skills.

Educational Results

In terms of transferrable job skills, one worker moved progressively into
the administrative work of the business and has now undertaken more inten-
sive skills development as a business trainee at ALSO/ALSO WORKS.
Others have learned to estimate jobs, keep stock and purchase supplies, par-
ticipate in developing bids on contracts, meet with customers, and of course
they are very competent cleaners and building custodians. Several have used
the computer enough that they are not intimidated by it and are open to
learning more about it.

All participants made progress with their literacy skills to varying degrees.
Some progressed in informal reading and writing skills to a level that is func-
tional and sufficient for their goals, some are still attending the literacy
program and some improved only a little but don’t seem to mind now that
they have a job. These latter have worked out ways of coping with the sup-
port of their families, their friends and their teachers at ALSO.

Social Results

It’s fair to say that all participants improved their self esteem and gained
new awareness and social skills. The interchange of ideas with educators and
community activists, and the experience of cooperative control and respon-
sibility probably affected people’s idea of what is possible. The work exposed
them to other organizations in the community, including minority groups
which some had regarded with suspicion and prejudice. Some participants
have begun to take more of an interest in politics, and to vote. The skills of
democratic participation are not easy to gain for those who have been denied
such participation all their lives, but this experience has given people the
chance to begin.

At present ALSO WORKS is small but still alive. There are new partici-
pants and other ALSO students are talking about using the model to create
work for themselves. A new group of ALSO educators and Board members is
bringing fresh energy and expertise in community economic development .

ANOTHER VISION OF OUR WORK

Our society is becoming a society with “surplus people”. Social, economic
and educational disadvantage (marginalization, poverty, illiteracy) are con-
centrated among the same one quarter of the population. While clearly the
basic problem is the shortage of jobs and the barriers to labour market par-
ticipation, illiteracy is increasingly blamed for the failure of the modern
market economy to provide for all citizens. The idea that the larger prob-
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lems of poverty, unemployment, global competition, etc. have such a simple
and palatable solution as literacy, is seductive. People have told me that while
they can’t bear to think about poverty because it seems so overwhelming,
literacy seems managable.

But literacy is only the first hurdle for “undereducated” people. Job train-
ing is becoming a requirement even for the unskilled occupations that used
to employ the less educated, such as the fast-food or cleaning industries.
Often these programs have entry requirements of grade 10 or more. The main
beneficiaries are employers, who naturally prefer to hire people who have
been specially trained, no matter how unskilled the work. Most of the occu-
pations less-educated people are being trained for are physically demanding,
poorly paid, and insecure, so training is not going to open the door to the
“good life”. Worst of all, adults now learning at the basic literacy level may
never be able to access any real skills training due to funding priorities and
competition for training spaces.

The scenario of an adult learning to read, then going on to upgrading, then
to skills training or other higher education, is not generally realistic. Most
adults will give up under the pressures of their survival needs, family
responsibilities, and loss of hope. Even if they do succeed in getting a decent
education, they will have to compete with many others with better creden-
tials and more experience.

Traditionally, basic education for work has involved preparing people for
the relatively unskilled jobs that they can realistically access. These are noto-
riously poor jobs. Not only are workers vulnerable to exploitation and
mistreatment, but they will not be able to escape poverty. This is not a good
enough goal for us as adult educators. If autonomy and economic indepen-
dence are our goals for people, we need another vision of our work.

People learn most effectively when they have the chance to tackle each
new skill as they need it for their own purpose. Work, occupation — whether
paid or unpaid (e.g. motherwork or volunteer work), is the foremost con-
cern of most adult students. Learning literacy in the workplace would be
ideal, except that in most workplaces there is too much pressure on the
employer’s goals and on “productivity”, for the learner to really be in the dri-
ver’s seat. And not being in the driver’s seat is disempowering and
counterproductive in terms of learning,.

There’s a big difference in doing unskilled but necessary work if you can do
it with dignity, with decent pay, or best of all, as your own boss. Community
economic projects can allow disadvantaged workers all of these benefits.
Therefore the question becomes, how can adult basic education best contribute to
community economic development? And what else is needed to develop viable
cooperative work with people who have become marginalized?
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EDUCATION FOR COMMUNITY ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT

We can try to create alternative workplaces, where low literacy does not
prevent people from participating and where literacy skills will be developed
naturally in the process of participation. We should choose products or ser-
vices that use and build on the group’s existing skills and interests. People
then start out from a position of dignity and strength, and on a more equal
footing with the educator(s). This is very different from the idea of people as
“pupils” with everything to learn. Many of the skills people have are actually
already marketable, but they may need help with marketing their goods or
services.

A cooperative enterprise can’t survive without a sense of community. It
can help to start with a “natural community”. A group of people who share
a neighborhood, a culture, or extended family ties may already have a com-
mitment that will help them resolve the problems and rifts that will certainly
arise. People who have been brought together in a literacy program may have
to work harder to develop the communication and trust they will need for
successful cooperative work.

The group needs to build a common “culture of work” - a consensus on
values, expectations, rights, rules, ways of communicating. Hidden beliefs
and values may be in conflict and could sabotage the group without ever
becoming explicit. Important parts of the work are for participants to develop
a clear and explicit contract with one another, and to learn the skills of demo-
cratic cooperation and conflict resolution.

There is a market that supports coops or community economic develop-
ment' and will give preference to your goods or service. A social network
outside the group is important for many reasons. It is both a market and a
source of moral support, expertise, exposure to new learning, networks.
Workers with disadvantages may need this kind of of preferential market,
as they may not be able to compete in the cut-throat mainstream market.

It is in the exchange process with the mainstream world that marginal-
ized people and groups need the most support, but they also need to develop
their capacity to manage this themselves. Educators should look for oppor-
tunities to share responsibility with participants, break tasks down into their
parts to make them clear, spell things out, make learning and job contracts.
We should share all we know about the market and its customs, without
assuming that student/workers must totally accept these. Pethaps they will
be able to develop processes truer to their own cultures, and be successful in
ways we can't foresee. In order for educators to support this kind of “empow-
erment”, it is necessary for us to give up control and the belief that we have
all the answers. The process of people creating solutions in their own lives
and in their communities may evolve within ethnic and class cultures that we
are not part of. Instead of simply maintaining marginalized people in a state
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of dependency, government policies should support community based eco-
nomic projects to create jobs that use and further develop their skills. The key
is to give people and organizations the financial and policy support* needed
for real community economic development. Projects combining literacy and
community economic development should be funded whether in the con-
text of literacy programs or other community based groups. There should
be some kind of support for the development of small businesses or co-oper-
atives for people who are not very literate, protected spaces for low-literate
people in economic projects, and perhaps a protected market for businesses
employing disadvantaged people.

Community based organizations are in a position to help develop strate-
gies to deal with the current economic crisis because they are rooted in their
communities and involve people who have a direct stake in their economic
and social welfare. They understand the various dimensions of local prob-
lems and resources and can offer integrated, creative and flexible approaches
to dealing with social and economic problems “from the bottom up”. They
often have members committed to social action, and are able to gain com-
munity support for initiatives because of their legitimacy and credibility.
Most significantly, they focus on the abilities and capacities within the com-
munity and its people to solve problems. They provide the most fertile soil
for responsible and transformative education.

Notes

1. Community Economic Development — job creation initiated by the community, focused on
community needs and strengths, and intended to benefit the community.

2. In a presentation to the federal government Standing Committee on Human Resources
Development in March 1994, the Ontario Community Economic Development Coalition
recommended a social policy framework that would support community economic devel-
opment by: allocating funding and other resources to develop the job creation capacity of
communities, directing small scale training to community needs through community based
organizations, and adopting policies that support CED in various government departments.



Chapter Five

FROM TRAINEE-LEARNER
TO ACTOR IN AN
ALTERNATIVE ECONOMY

Michel Chourin
with Chantal Sénécal
Education et Formation
Rouen, France

BACKGROUND TO THE ASSOCIATION

The Education et Formation voluntary association (Education and Training)
is located in northwest France in the Haute-Normandie region, in Rouen,
150 km from Paris. Haute-Normandie consists of two départements, Eure and
Seine-Maritime, with an agricultural and industrial tradition (textiles, engi-
neering, etc.), where it was usual to go into a job that did not always require
basic education.

The profound change in the fabric of agriculture and industry has thrown
these habits into disarray. People used to be in jobs in which they learned
by doing. Jobs passed from father to son in the same works, even at the same
workbench. The transformation of industry in the 1970s and ‘80s had a sig-
nificant effect on employment sectors in the region. Vocational education
provision was not prepared for such an upheaval. It was against this back-
ground that our association began its activity.

95
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Education et Formation is a vocational training agency which aids integration
into social and economic life, and it was founded in 1972 by a group examin-
ing the problems of adult basic education within a popular education
movement. As a result of the technological revolution, our association devel-
oped and modified what it does in order to face up to the modernization of the
economy, and the worsening of the economic, social and cultural situation of
a slice of population that is consequently increasingly marginalized.

An action research and study group on education for adults with low lev-
els of achievement, especially migrants, also arose out of the work done by
the association’s militants in the working-class districts of the Rouen conur-
bation. This group was to develop “unconventional” education work: the
teaching of French was integrated into a global approach that took into
account all the cultural, social and occupational realities of the people
concerned.

The literacy sector used a learning and teaching methodology based on the
concerns of the “trainees”. These concerns included sub-standard housing,
children, hygiene, racism, unemployment and job creation. The work was
done where people lived: in housing developments, hostels, shanties, work-
shops, shops, cafés, etc. The teaching approach thus featured close links
between language education, socio-educational activities and culture. Basic
education was tied to the way people live and work.

FROM TRAINEE LEARNER TO PAID EMPLOYEE
IN AN ALTERNATIVE ECONOMY

Education as a Means of Advancement

Until 1985, education, whether training leading to a qualification, pre-edu-
cation courses or improvement of general knowledge, was seen as a “way
out”. The effort required of anyone going back to sitting in front of the black-
board in a group, especially of those who “didn’t like school”, was rewarded
by entry into a course that would lead to success in at least 70% of cases.

The earliest activities in the “fight against illiteracy” and the return to basic
education, as we called it latterly, were seen as the first step along a definite
path towards employment, and actually resulting in a job. There was agree-
ment over this between what public authorities said, what we said ourselves
as “purveyors “ of education, and what learners imagined to be their imme-
diate future and the personal advancement they would gain from following
an educational course.

Educational advancement and education as the harbinger of personal
autonomy, was clearly seen in the local courses attended by women and men
for several hours a week without receiving payment. The goal of employ-
ment was not essential. Many of the learners were not even thinking of it
(mothers, young people wanting to improve inadequate reading skills, those
seeking social and personal contacts, etc.).
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The written teaching materials, drawn from everyday life (advertising,
till receipts, labels and packaging, social security forms and cheques to be
filled in) helped people find their way around the “jumble” of paper and
actions required to live in society. Being able to do the same things as other
people, and increasingly doing it for oneself, leads to a legitimate feeling of
personal growth and social advancement.

The association argued to authorities the need for initial education for
adults, both French and foreign, by demonstrating that access to a job and
keeping a job were linked to the ability to read, write, and calculate, and to
pre-technical notions that encouraged adaptability to the development of
work, especially in jobs regarded as demanding low levels of qualification.

We were dissatisfied with our results, however, because we did not suc-
ceed in ensuring continuity for our activities taking place in circumstances
that were far from certain in the housing developments, community centres
and workshops. We also wanted basic education to be a type of education
that was recognized and identified. In 1980, after many difficulties, we man-
aged to acquire two centres where we could fit out a workshop and two
classrooms.

The basic education developed over several years in the various localities
was complemented by educational provision in a permanent centre, giving
us an interface between trainees’ skills and the prerequisites for access to
vocational training. Henceforth, we were faced in both urban and rural envi-
ronments with having to provide basic education for the long-term
unemployed who had left manufacturing industry, construction and agri-
culture.

FROM EDUCATIONAL ADVANCEMENT
TO EDUCATIONAL “ENCRUSTATION”

Some years later, the situation had deteriorated, because of two related
factors:

¢ The first was no doubt the crucial factor: the whole set of policies to handle long-
term unemployment continued to be based on the “one-off training” of the target
populations, as the essential answer to the problem of unemployment. Generally,
these policies lacked a coherent progressive structure that would enable trainees to achieve
real qualification. As a result, these activities with no real outcomes, led to an increas-
ingly open expression among learners of the feeling that “all of this is leading
nowhere”, and further exacerbated the global experience of socio-economic uncer-
tainty.

This observation might lead one to think that training does not work; but the real
problem is essentially how it is done. What we could do ourselves was determined by
the programmes of the state, regardless of our recommendations and ways of oper-
ating.

*  The second factor is associated with the training-course formula itself: the basic edu-
cation provided did not prove sufficiently functional and did not fit the needs of some of those
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receiving training. The education was too “theoretical”, too static, and inadequately
related to the cultural, social and occupational behaviour of the learners.

In fact, we found that the process of education made the trainees dependent, and
was almost exclusively using paper and pencil in a classroom. These training courses,
which set out to enable learners to take their destiny back into their own hands, took them
further away from the labour market.

In fact, it appeared less and less likely that they would return to a work-
shop or a factory because, first, training allowances provided relative
material comfort and increasingly became a substitute for a working wage —
so that they became ‘encrusted’ with successive training courses — and sec-
ondly, they found it difficult to assimilate the training, of which the
objectives, metalanguage and ways of operating were frequently far removed
from their cultural references.

Indeed, very quickly we were asking our trainees from globally rural cul-
tures to move from an oral culture (which was sufficient for all social
transactions) to an inescapably written culture; we were asking trainees with
“low levels of qualification” from industrial cultures dating from the begin-
ning of the century to move from copying older workers and foremen to
learning based on a constant need for analysis: dissecting processes, making
inferences, developing multiple skills and mobility, and all manner of other
things besides, in growing measure!

Training is destabilizing, calls into question received ideas and perceptions of the
world, and often changes relationships between members of a community or a group.
It leads to resistance when it demands rejection of earlier convictions and
promises compensations: personal, social and financial advancement, the
greatest form of which is to acquire status and to find a place in society.

In the 1990s, discussion centres increasingly on disillusionment. The gen-
eral consensus in what was said (the effects of which are also evident among
young people in schools) — “If you work well — or better — you'll get a
good, well-paid job” — is becoming more and more fragile under the
pressure of events and the spiralling unemployment figures.

Thus, while the labour market was rejecting and marginalizing people, and soci-
ety was generating economic, social and cultural exclusion, training courses often
had the same effect and in consequence appeared in the guise of tools of exclusion.

To give some purpose to education, we are increasingly basing our activities on
what is real, on the jobs people do, and on the true situation in workshops, so that
people can recover their identity and find their way back into society.

FROM THE WORKPLACE AS AN EDUCATIONAL
SETTING TO A RETURN TO ACTIVE LIFE

The association is evolving an educational approach to training based on
the concept of imaginary businesses. The training enterprise is even tied to a
learning-workshop formula, in which everyone is called upon, according to
his or her previous experience of work, to play a part in carrying out a project.
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This has two aims:

. to enable trainees to be the workers in a working situation, to rediscover social
rhythms and working habits forgotten because they have been out of work for five
or ten years; and

*  toidentify and reveal needs from activities that develop the learning of useful basic

skills, in both the general and the vocational arena.

This experience has proved constructive. It is based on a collective project
to which everyone is required to make a “personal” contribution. We are
sketching the first outline of a training mechanism in learning workshops
which attempts to involve participants in defining the goals of training,
working out the content, and taking part in the evaluation process.

“NICE LITTLE JOBS” — OR HOW TO PROCEED
FROM FICTION TO REALITY

These new experiences are leading the association to locally and nation-
ally, search for new ways of integrating people into society that are better
suited to the ever worsening situation of people removed from the labour
market. We are taking the initiative in helping to create intermediate associa-
tions whose aim is to enable people who have long been placed on the
margins of the labour market to start working again by doing “nice little jobs”.

An intermediate association has the twofold aim of putting people back
in work by providing work, and of providing social support to those under
contract; they have a voluntary, non-profit status. They therefore make it pos-
sible to hire people without work who are finding it difficult to start again
by making them available to individuals and bodies, in return for payment,
for activities not covered under local economic conditions by private initia-
tive or public agencies.

Intermediate associations offer short-term employment contracts. They
therefore keep people in a situation of uncertainty. Nonetheless, the work
done by intermediate associations does provide a foothold in employment
and can be seen as a stage in the return to active life.

The educational direction of our team, has been devoted to the issue of
developing transverse abilities, the lack of which appears so crucial among our
learners. Regular contact with learners enables us to identify employability
deficits, which are assessed particularly in the context of dual system training
in enterprises. This is seen as difficulty in solving a simple problem, in real-
izing the relationship between cause and effect, in putting problems in
hierarchical order, in understanding how to proceed, and also in becoming
part of a group.

The use of remedial cognitive tools, coupled with practical implementa-
tion, allows us to strengthen preparation for employment. In the context of
fierce competition for work, finding opportunities for a job implies the pos-
session of a set of skills in both the working and living environment:
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*  knowledge of how to behave in a business, which is itself made up of a whole mass
of adaptability criteria; and

*  knowledge of how to think, which means particularly applying the mechanisms men-
tioned above; and

*  knowledge of how to do things, which means technical competence.

We therefore used educational settings and combined scenarios to develop
these three aspects jointly by giving people activities to restore thier self-
worth through their vocational and social abilities.

The “objects” produced are economically useful (making goods for
common use like restoring a community hall, rehabilitating the natural envi-
ronment with footpaths, rivers, clearing rubbish; collectively building a float
for a local festival; producing a play; cabarets, etc.).

The quality of the work and the performances in turn provokes the local
community, families, etc., to adopt a different view of the participants. The
business itself also “views” the work of these men and women in a different
light, which helps themn to reintegrate into traditional employment. Moreover,
the activities which take place within local development programmes encour-
age the growth of tourism, for example, or the development of personal care
services.

FROM OPERATIONS TRAINING TO
A COMMUNITY ECONOMY

The rise in the scale and duration of unemployment in France produced
an exponential growth in instability and exclusion, socially, culturally and
occupationally. The training solution, which had seemed to be a means of rein-
tegrating and rediscovering the key to re-entering the world of work, became
invalid for the most marginalized sections of the population. A place on a train-
ing course no longer had sufficient productive social value. It was therefore
necessary to find an activity that would bring such social recognition.

At the same time, it was indispensable to give people responsibility once
more for their own ability to be economic and social actors, similarly to give
new value to activity and employment, and to think of measures which could
offer both these things. This was the aim of the tools of economic integration
(intermediate associations, placement agencies, etc.).

Economic integration is an “educational” tool on two levels:

1. for the sections of the population which it puts back in touch with the constraints

of the market by means of paid activity and who rebuild their individual, social
and family worth, and their occupational status; and

2. for the decision-makers and politicians whom it addresses by offering a different
approach to the social treatment of unemployment and exclusion.
Whatever may be their status and the priorities that they set for them-
selves, economic reintegration mechanisms in both the market and the
non-market sector play a mixed part at the point where the market and
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community solidarity meet. They cannot of course claim to be able to eradi-
cate unemployment by themselves. They are only one approach among
others, for people who have a different experience of life.

A LOCAL COURSEIN A
“DISADVANTAGED”SUBURB OF ROUEN

This activity is organized within a social and cultural centre in two half-
days a week throughout the year. It is primarily aimed at immigrant women,
but not exclusively.

The local course has been running for nearly 20 years in an area of very
run-down rented apartment blocks. The development served to rehouse par-
ticularly the poorest people who were expelled from sub-standard housing in
the city centre. It is still a “sensitive” locality, with a high rate of unemploy-
ment, where delinquency has grown up among the young because they are
idle and lack prospects, and where ethnic communities tolerate each other
but do not mix.

Besides the “reading, writing and arithmetic” based on everyday situa-
tions and texts, our practice quickly became based on community projects
with a double aim:

1. firm anchorage in local life so that people could lead better lives there, feel that
they belonged and find their bearings; and

2. development of community relationships so that people could get to know and like
each other and do something together.

Together with the participants, we therefore designed and organized:
*  visits to explore the local heritage, in the city and the surrounding countryside;

»  an exhibition about bread and how it had been made over the years in different
cultures; and

e an exhibition about the human body and costume, using particularly the traditional
festive dress worn by women.

The work on bread and costume used the elements of culture relating to
clothes and the techniques of bread-making of the groups to which the
women taking part in the local courses belonged.

These exhibitions, accompanied by tasting of products from the various
regions, and planned, made and brought by the participants, were visited
by the Mayor, were covered by the press and became above all, places where
local people could meet. The latent hostility between people who previously
viewed each other as “different” was overcome.

This activity was an opportunity to see knowledge, skills and cultural
values as worthwhile. It helped to establish social links and support for learn-
ing. Literacy thus reached a community dimension which changed the life
of the area.



102 ALPHA 96

A COLLECTIVE PROJECT IN THE GUISE
OF A TRAINING COURSE: THE MAKING OF
A DECORATED FLOAT

This was a “young people’s” training course, aimed at making society
more dynamic and building up a vocational project. The training course
lasted 700 hours, through day release. Half of the time was spent at work in
enterprises.

The young people who were enrolled, largely came from an area that had
seen “disastrous” unemployment for 20 years. In fact, the naval dockyards
had closed, then the spinning mills and other textile works. Few businesses
had taken their place. The young people on this training course had experi-
enced and were still experiencing the long-term unemployment (five or ten
years) of their fathers, mothers and brothers.

Against such a background of general disillusionment, the idea of a col-
lective project which could attach people more firmly to their society
acquired significant importance. The idea arose out of a video showing how
a town had come to life through a floral procession made up of a number of
decorated floral floats. Some 20 of the young trainees appeared interested. At
the end of the video showing, questions were fired off: “Is it difficult to do
that?” “How do you make the flowers?” “Who did the designs?”

Among the answers, the one that took them most by surprise was: “You’'d
be quite capable of building one too!” From that moment on, everyone felt
involved and interested in the challenge it posed. The president of the orga-
nizing committee was invited to explain in broad terms how to set about such
a project: “Where do you get the money?” “How do you go about building
the float?” “Will they trust us?” “Will they let us take part?”

The young people became members of the next floral procession project.
They decided to depict New Year’s Eve, the general theme being public hol-
idays. Everyone became involved in the many tasks to be done: finding a
factory willing to let them use a press to cut the 200,000 flowers, rolling them,
making the supports, cutting, sawing and fixing them, choosing the decora-
tion and sticking the flowers on to the designs.

For two and a half months, teams of ten took turns to work two or three
half-days a week. The carnival was planned for 15th August. Since the cen-
tre closed for holidays on 31st July, everything had to be ready by then. On
31st July, all the finishing touches remained still to be done, but the young
people were finally able to complete their float.

On the day of the procession they were so proud and found it so reward-
ing to be there in the streets of the city in the midst of the other floats of the
local political parties, the shopkeepers and other associations, with the
applause of the 10,000 people along the route. They heard their names broad-
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cast on the city public address system and saw themselves recognized by all
as belonging to those who had participated in the success of the festival.

It was a very positive outcome, given their general lack of involvement in
local life. It was a first step towards social integration for the young people
and a rehabilitation of the values of work by means of a collective project ben-
efitting all members of the groups. The activity allowed us to bring together
much-needed new motivation for the young people, the designing of a
realistic project, experience in a business and useful basic education which
truly involved the young people, who became actors in a project that they
took over,

BUSINESSES AS EDUCATIONAL SETTINGS

In the context of a social and vocational integration programme for young
people with major problems, we invited two groups of young people to run
a training course as though it were a business in which each would play an
effective role in production, maintenance and management.

Our aims were, in the most realistic way possible, to come close to the
actual practices of business and of the market, to the constraints associated
with the proper functioning of the various services between them, and to take
advantage of the difficulties the young people encountered, as well as their
desire to overcome these in order to make plain the need for knowledge.

Two “imaginary” businesses were created: a construction company and a
sandwich bar. In each, the group of trainees was split into the different occu-
pations required for the proper functioning of the business, and the trainer
became for the time the head of the business. His job was essentially to
encourage the trainees to think in order to carry out the joint project and to
meet the intentions of the businesses created, to achieve their commercial
goals and to help participants to join real businesses.

Works meetings every morning laid down the work to be planned for the
day or for the next two days. The work done was assessed in groups at the
end of the day. Successes and possible improvements were discussed, with
the reasons for these. Here again the trainer led discussion, helped the group
to define goals to pursue and teased out the problems.

In one case, it would be the knowledge of how to behave that was want-
ing. The wrong arguments were used to a potential client in order to sell
him sandwiches, and the deal was lost. In selling, arguments are the key.
The “communication” workshop would take up the theme and develop the
missing knowledge of how to behave.

In another case, it was basic skills that were lacking. The areas to be
painted were poorly estimated, so that too little paint was ordered by the
buying department. As a result, the painting group had nothing to work
with, and the order had to be remade. In a real business, a lot of money
would have been lost. The general skills workshop would take up the
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question to look again at estimating height and surface areas, unless it was
just a matter of a minor operational error.

In this type of “construction”, learners are seen increasingly to become
involved in the game (as if it were a real role play) and to become more
responsible by reminding others also of their responsibilities for the common
well-being.

Overall, we reversed the classic educational order — theoretical presenta-
tion followed by practical application — by suggesting that no person should
work on a theory or a vocational technique for which he had not felt the
need because of a specific lack. Moreover, all the educational activities were
serving the collective project, in which everyone found where he belonged by
virtue of his wishes or personal aims.

IN HAUTE-NORMANDIE, A TREE NURSERY THAT
LETS PEOPLE PUT DOWN ROOTS

There are a dozen men in the green team of the Pays-de-Bray. Under a con-
tract of employment and solidarity, they are cleaning up river banks, hedges
and footpaths. An additional day is devoted to a basic education workshop.

The (re)learning of basic skills is matched to motivation in the creation of a
tree nursery. Under the guidance of a trainer who is a forester, they draw up
a programme of work, which is transferred to sheets according to a calendar
showing the likely effects of the weather; they prepare the soil, select their
tools, write their names, take willow cuttings “by cutting the branches with
a bevelled edge so that the water does not get in and by spacing the cuts 10
cms apart”, as one of them has explained to us. In addition, we are prepar-
ing to launch a market garden for impoverished people.

Beyond individual updating and technical training, participants are re-
acquiring techniques and the local traditional culture. This team work allows
us to recreate links and to re-accustom people receiving social security bene-
fits to work, many of whom have known long-term unemployment and a
period of “complete break”. This activity, which is based on the educational
principle of learning-workshops, provides training for occupations associ-
ated with the soil and the environment. From the point of view of job
creation, the nursery will enable hedges to be replanted in districts that have
become aware of the ecological problems of deforestation.

Our work in rural areas has brought us to the following conclusion: that
we must invent different approaches to training if we are to have a chance of
interesting participants. They come from rural families, are former agricul-
tural or building workers, and have been “wheelbarrow-pushers”, always
“at the bottom of the cement mixer”, as they put it.

The acquisition of general skills must necessarily be closely tied to practi-
cal application. It is through analysis of daily practice that skills are gradually
transferred and generalized. Trainees are not content with cleaning part of a
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river, but they also mark where they have been on a map and talk about what
they have done. Each person’s own work is thus seen as part of the whole
group, and a certain distance is achieved by learning to see oneself within the
larger scale of things.

In another order of ideas, alcohol dependency will only be controlled and
gradually overcome through occupational activities linked to useful learn-
ing and team participation in useful work, and not just through “lessons” in
food hygiene.

Didier, aged 43, had been unemployed for five years and was taking part
in restoring the old building in the Pont du Thil dockyard. He took two years
to regain his self-confidence and to redevelop the art of roofing which he now
masters completely. The team’s aim is for him to pass on his skill and
creativity to younger men, and for him to further strengthen the social
“weight” that he is re-acquiring.

WHAT WILL TOMORROW BRING?

We have to plan training and think about other ways of approaching the
issue of integration so that we are effective, while safeguarding our philoso-
phy and respecting individuals. Work as a value remains a factor for unity
and social integration in industrial societies. That said, what will be the place
of occupational activity in post-industrial societies? We cannot avoid think-
ing globally about the economic system and its ability to produce wealth
that is accessible to the greatest number.

What will be the place of adaptability training (which is always running
after events) in a production system which is rationalizing manufacturing
and production processes at an ever faster rate, and making them more com-
plex? In all of that, what will be the place of educational advancement, in
the sense of permitting individuals to develop their own personal and social
well-being? What, moreover, is the place of an alternative economy in a
system demanding higher performance and excluding those who are not in
the right place at the right time?

Since 1972, we have been trying to create conditions under which sections
of the population in difficult situations can learn and relearn. Adult educa-
tion, seen principally as a means of social, cultural and occupational
advancement, is increasingly becoming a means by which learners them-
selves can reconstruct their situation.

Technological society makes demands that have profoundly changed
social organizations. The disappearance of work breaks the frame, and leads
to isolation and marginalization. Individuals find themselves desocialized,
cast aside and excluded from membership of any group. They lose all their
contractual relationships. Their rights and obligations dissolve.

Our work only makes sense if it allows people to remake their social, occu-
pational and cultural existence through activities that are useful in
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themselves, and linked to a process of re-acquisition, or in other words, learn-
ing. Developing a return to work together with basic education allows
individuals to reconstruct themselves within a group to which they belong.
Excluded sections of the population need to be brought into the local devel-
opment of social structures that respect the pace and level of what they can do.
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LEARNING TO MAKE
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Daniela Semenescu
Women’s Organization
Romanian Social Democratic Party
Bucharest, Romania

WOMEN IN THE CURRENT ROMANIAN CRISIS

For the people, the Romanian revolution opened up new horizons. It ush-
ered in the possibility of a profound political transformation and the prospect
of economic change. It also meant an inevitable change in ways of thinking.
A new pattern of individual behaviour in public life and in an economy based
on free trade, and the conscious assumption of personal responsibility, are
part of the destiny of our society as we resume with dignity the place in
Europe which is ours.

Over the last 50 years, the spirit of initiative, the capacity for invention and
the creativity of the Romanian people were suppressed by methods of vary-
ing brutality that have left deep traces in the behaviour of the generations
born and brought up during that period. The democratic political parties and
the voluntary organizations and associations in civil society have the duty
today to help individuals to remake their identities and to learn how to
rebuild them for themselves.

The programme which confronted the Romanians in the winter of 1989
took the vast majority by surprise. The chronic lack of information about
reality in western Europe, the total absence of democratic basic education, the
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need for active political pluralism, the requirement that those elected should
be answerable to their electors, and the obligation on the state to guarantee
private property, brought about the reaction which is typical of a commu-
nity which has long suffered oppression: resistance to change, defiance,
hesitation and confusion.

We believe that the critical activities of the democratic political parties
and voluntary organizations and associations are part of a wide-ranging
social and educational reform of society. The adult generations of the former
communist bloc have to learn the new codes of everyday life in every sphere
as they go along, and above all they have to learn the freedom to choose.

The Romanian political scene after 1989 is still marked by the existence of
two antagonistic sectors. On one side are the members of the Romanian-
speaking nomenklatura, who formed a number of political parties with
similar programmes stressing either the restoration of economic centralism or
extreme nationalism. These parties have formed a parliamentary and gov-
ernmental alliance because the electorate is unaware, is wholly preoccupied
with economic instability, and is apathetic and afraid.

On the other side of the political divide are the democratic parties that
have their roots in Romanian parliamentary life of the 1930s, which saw a
diversity of political doctrines (liberal, Christian democrat and social demo-
crat). In order to fight for a moral cleansing of society and for the
establishment of a state based on democratic laws, these parties have allied
themselves with voluntary organizations in civil society so as to provide a
political alternative to those currently in power.

The economy of the country still protects the centralized, dirigiste system
that has proved a failure. The effects of this policy are: a fall in gross national
income, galloping inflation and rising unemployment. International loans
have been granted on condition that measures are introduced to reduce the
public deficit. These conditions are often cited by the government and the
parliamentary majority to keep public expenditure on social services at very
low levels: in health, social security, education and culture.

For most of the adult population —wage-earners in state and private com-
panies, the unemployed and peasants — the daily quality of life has
deteriorated to an alarming degree in recent years. Purchasing power has
halved since 1990, 40% of families live below the minimum subsistence level,
and 60% below the minimum social wage. Our industries used to market
large quantities of products of inferior quality which were absorbed by the
closed market of the former allies. The dismantling of that market caused a
decline in economic indicators in our country, including the fall in wages.

Under social pressure from the trade unions, and without the support of
a growing economy, the introduction of an artificial rise in nominal wages
has had the effect of a reduction in real wages, a fall in social demand and
inhibition of economic reform. One cause of economic backwardness is the
maintenance of huge loss-making enterprises and the lack of political will to
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privatize small and medium companies. To date, 915 out of 6,500 state enter-
prises that existed in 1989 have been privatized.

Romanian Women Suffering the Worst

The section of the population suffering the worst effects from the incom-
petent management of the economy and the disruption to family life is
Romanian women. According to the last census of 1992, over half of the 22.8
million Romanians were women, of whom 4.6 million were economically
active, comprising one of the social groups most vulnerable to unemploy-
ment. Unemployment among women (13.5%) is above the national
unemployment rate (11%). The worst affected are, regardless of their educa-
tion and vocational training, women under 40 years of age. Those aged 25-29
account for 62% of unemployed women. There are three times as many
young women among the unemployed as men of the same age and the same
average level of education.

Small private businesses, services and agriculture are sectors which can
attract women who have lost their jobs. But government organizations have
not opened enough vocational training courses. And, with no clear direction
in the development of certain economic sectors, these courses lead to nothing
for the unemployed (less than 30% of participants re-enter employment).

For women throughout the world, families, children and the home are
the primary responsibility. But a wage and a job are more than material help
to the family: they are a symbol of freedom, of deliverance from paternal
and conjugal tutelage. In the old Romanian society, women always made up
a significant portion of the intellectual elite, as in the major European models.
Unfortunately, during the communist period, with the exception of names
that were already well known, women became, regardless of their intellectual
and occupational capacities, a pool of mass labour.

The revolution brought a new breath of wind. Many women, especially
intellectuals with democratic ideas, became active in developing an authen-
tic feminist movement, based on voluntary work and with the aim of offering
genuine protection to the rights of Romanian women. There are 30 or so orga-
nizations, associations and women’s leagues, each with between five and 20
thousand members, which set out to protect and support women and their
occupational rights (as lawyers, doctors, journalists and businesswomen),
social rights (mothers” associations and assistance for abandoned children
and women who have suffered violent abuse), and rights of political partici-
pation (the Organization of Women Members of the National Christian
Democratic Peasant Party and the Organization of Women Members and
Supporters of the Romanian Social Democratic Party).

The women who have joined the Romanian Social Democratic Party
(RSDP) have created their own organization to make the status of Romanian
women known publicly, to improve it and to help their members to reach
decision-making positions in the party. The members of this organization
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believe that men and women must have equal rights and obligations in fam-
ily life as in public life.

For example, legislation on parental leave refers exclusively to mothers;
violence against women within families is not yet a criminal offence; women
still find it difficult to rise within professional hierarchies; the first employees
to be made redundant are always women, etc. After five years of activity by
the organization, local branches have developed in every district in which the
party is represented, with a total of 2000 members and sympathizers.

Our organization has made its priority a revival of traditional values of
women’s solidarity in contemporary life, and a quest for new means by
which women may participate in the development of their communities.
Modernization means reintroducing ideas, methods and traditional strate-
gies, in new socio-economic forms, which can, in the light of historical
criticism and with suitable changes in rigour, help us to escape from the
impasse at a time of crisis.

Women'’s everyday life in Romania is affected by the worst aspects of the
serious socio-economic crisis: unemployment, inadequate social security,
income in free fall, biological degradation of the environment, and indeed
breakdown among a large number of individuals. Young people who are
made unemployed are more resistant to physical shock, but they suffer a
decline in morale, a lack of confidence in social structures, and a loss of faith
in their own strengths. In urban as well as rural environments, unemploy-
ment among women has to be tackled using a differentiated approach based
on a refined knowledge of group psychology if it is to stimulate interest in
new jobs and to restore confidence and the desire to succeed. Women, over-
whelmed by their current problems, may adopt a passive attitude. They may
try to avoid all risk factors and all chances of being rejected once again.

The Women'’s Organization of the RSDP has launched a programme, so
far on a very small scale, of social reintegration for unemployed women and
unemployment prevention for girls completing secondary education. By
creating an increasing number of small nuclei of work scattered throughout
the country, and larger, more concentrated circles of organized productive
activities, we have been attempting to put up some resistance in a situation of
extreme economic collapse, and to find appropriate solutions.

THE EXPERIENCE OF BUZAU

Up to 1989, the district of Buzau was subjected to a process of forcible,
intensive industrialization that produced profound changes in the life of its
inhabitants. The planned economy left negative traces in people’s psychol-
ogy, but they knew no other.

At the present time, the district, like the rest of the country, is going
through a difficult period of transition from a centralized to a market econ-
omy. This transition is borne with difficulty by the population. In the district
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of Buzau, there are 44,076 people out of work, of whom 23,935 are women
(16.4% of the active population). The district occupies sixth place in the coun-
try in terms of unemployment. However, the most worrying aspect is that
most of those who are unemployed are young people.

Why should young people, and particularly girls and young women, be
the worst affected? Besides the economic factor (a particular imbalance
between the supply of labour and the demand), there are other disturbing
causes. Young people are frequently encountered who did not attend a school
that suited their personality. They were admitted on the basis of an exami-
nation, and on the advice of their parents, without being consulted
themselves. The majority of such people do their work superficially, with lit-
tle skill or enthusiasm. They have been, or will be, the first candidates for
unemployment.

During adolescence, it is a simple matter to discover an individual’s apti-
tudes and capabilities. The best possible vocational preparation has to be
provided for people, taking into account their aptitudes, in order to make it
easier for them to adapt to life, and to match their skills and preferences to
economic structures.

The Buzau branch of the Women'’s Organization of the RSDP has therefore
taken the initiative in mobilizing existing resources. Teachers experienced in
the guidance and vocational education of young people, girls wishing to
become qualified and to practise a trade, and a recent graduate in textile sci-
ences and the art and technique of dressmaking, started a pilot project as a
way out of the crisis. These women initially organized an introductory course
in the art of dressmaking, with the young specialist as instructor. The partic-
ipants — nine in number at first — were girls who had found no work after
finishing secondary education, and pupils in their final years.

Since 1992, vocational activities have been undertaken outside school,
after the manner of clubs, and these activities have been seen by the young
people as a pool of knowledge, a dowry that widens the range of future
options, and a starting point for experiences to come. All the girls who took
partin the Buzau experiment attended these meetings, which are designed in
stages.

The first stage, entitled “The future begins today”, took the form of theo-
retical discussions. Meetings were arranged between the participants and
people pursuing differing occupations, including the unemployed. Questions
such as the following were asked: “Can I do such and such a job?” “"How
did you arrive at your choice of career?” “How did you discover what you
wanted to do?” “Why do you like your job?” These interviews and discus-
sions were led by volunteers, young people and adults, unemployed and
those in work. They shared their experiences, highlighting the successes and
failures which they had gone through and the solutions they had found to
overcome the latter. Open discussions were organized after each talk. During
this first stage, the girls were invited to explore their affinities with an
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occupation and to reach an informal assessment and impression, thus con-
tirming their personalities and, above all, learning to make choices.

Although these discussions were essentially theoretical, they gave the girls
a chance to think about their future, to analyse their aptitudes, their inclina-
tions and their wishes. At the end of the series, they were able to decide what
direction they might take in their careers.

The project included a practical activity: “The imagination workshop”.
Under the guidance of a volunteer instructor, the girls were introduced to a
job about which they knew very little. The job was suggested in line with
what they chose themselves, but also in accordance with their affinities and
inclinations. They thereby discovered aptitudes which they could not other-
wise have known about. They knitted, crocheted or sewed small items in
wool, silk, cotton and straw which were greatly admired and quickly sold. At
the end of the two years, it was satisfying to see that the effort had not been
in vain.

“The imagination workshop” was followed, in 1994, by the creation of a
small dressmaking workshop in StOlpu, a village close to Buzau, in which
unemployed girls and women took part. This second stage proved extremely
useful in getting initiatives off the ground. The workshop was led by the
young graduate, who had not found work when she completed her studies.
She did not despair. She undertook to initiate the other village girls and
women who had not found work into the art of dressmaking. To start with,
only four girls came, then two more. The young graduate taught the girls
the techniques of cutting and making children’s clothes, and then adults’.
They produced clothes for themselves and their children, thus making sav-
ings in their own budgets.

After three months, four of the participants and the instructor opened a
small private dressmaking business in their village. One of them let the group
use a room in her house, and work began with two old sewing machines,
using patterns designed by the young graduate. The workers were very soon
making money. The first clothes for teenage girls were sold successfully, in
small runs. And as the word got around, many village mothers and teenagers
took advantage of the opportunity to buy nice clothes more cheaply than in
the shops.

A private business, however small, runs the risk of closing if it confines
itself to the village market. The girls then found other private and state enter-
prises which needed overalls for their workers. To date, these overalls,
together with school uniforms for children, are the principal products of this
small business.

After a year and a half, the workshop has developed. There are now more
sewing machines, and they are new. Other girls have joined the mini-work-
shop as waged staff. Although the young graduate has found a job in a
college, she continues to direct the activities of the mini-workshop on a
voluntary basis. '
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This “microproduction” has had to overcome many difficulties, particu-
larly external: contacts with an inflexible bureaucracy in order to obtain the
documents necessary to make the business legal, the difficulty of finding sup-
plies of equipment and raw materials, late payment by customers in the state
sector, etc. But the young women unanimously agree that they have been suc-
cessful and, despite all the obstacles, have decided to continue.

At the outset, they also experienced the internal difficulties inherent in set-
ting up any group which is based on common economic interests but made
up of people with differing personalities and aspirations. The existence of a
leader (the instructor) who was accepted by the group provided an element
of stability that helped to maintain relationships of mutual esteem and
respect. Another problem was learning while working, and in consequence
a redistribution of work in accordance with the skills available. The problem
was resolved amicably, and swiftly, by the intervention of the leader. The
members were able to form a group thanks to their mutual acceptance of
their obligations towards one another, and the conviction that their own skills
would evolve in amicable competition. The girls learned to accept the disci-
pline of well-finished work, to meet commitments to customers and,
essentially, to recover their dignity and self-confidence.

This local initiative, as a microproject for survival against a background
of advanced socio-economic decay, is naturally only a drop in the ocean.
But, even on a limited scale, it has created the capacity to reintegrate into
active life a social group who are faced with a destructive phenomenon:
female unemployment. It is destructive since it helps to destroy the social
structure of the family and the identity of the individual, and it is more than
harmful as it means once again a brutal return by women, in hostile condi-
tions, to the status of “crypto-domestics”.?

THE CONDITIONS OF DEVELOPMENT

Let us try to apply to an eastern European society in “transition” the socio-
economic concepts developed by Bertrand Schneider in a Report of the Club
of Rome *: “microproduction”, “local initiatives”, “small-scale operations”
and “microenterprises”, generically termed “projects”, which are already up
and running or are now being established, rather than future activities that
are still on the drawing board.

In Romania, impoverishment does not mean poverty, or chronic poverty.
Stagnation in a process of successive changes, and even a return to earlier
stages of social and political history, is not always an involution. The com-
munist regime was a serious disaster for the Romanian people, but it was
exogenous. Five years have passed since the revolution, and impoverishment
continues to rise: everyday life has become an act of survival for wider and
wider groups of society, who are obliged to live in isolation, leading a life of
withdrawal, privation and apathy.
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Bertrand Schneider’s concepts apply to crisis situations. In order to escape
from “impoverishment” by one’s own abilities and using one’s own indi-
vidual resources, these concepts give rise to “projects” which are inevitably
small-scale in nature. Learning to make choices within a very narrow sector of
socio-economic development, in a world of inequalities, disorder and insta-
bility, can have unexpected repercussions not only on the social group which
is running a project to allow its members to survive, but also on the concept
of a “microproject” itself.

From Transitional Solutions to Living Seeds

Let us continue with a theoretical consideration of these “transitional solu-
tions” offered by the institution of “microprojects” in the Romanian situation.
Under the conditions currently created by the phenomenon of impoverish-
ment, microprojects are necessarily prefaced by the qualification mini, which
expresses the (dangerously) “minimal” nature of their scope, both in cover-
age and duration, which is restricted to confined circles that are bound to
remain isolated and ephemeral. Mini-microprojects may nonetheless prove
robust, like living seeds ready at any moment to send out shoots, because not
only are they a possibility, indeed a marginal possibility — and certainly a
paradoxical solution to impoverishment — but they also prove to be with-
out any doubt the only possibility for a large number of unemployed women.

We should stress the paradoxical nature of these mini-formations, which
prevent the material and moral ruin of a social group by giving some protec-
tion to women who are unemployed. Moreover, there are significant
psychological consequences: an end to the state of apathy, the will to over-
come defeat, the vanquishing of fear and a miserable sense of inferiority, the
rejection of humility, a reaction against domestic stereotypes, the discovery of
moral strength, awareness and a sense of dignity regardless of educational and
social status, the awakening of the imagination, and the reconquest of joy.

Beyond these obvious gains, we should take note of what J. K. Galbraith
suggests by way of future prospects, a just proposal that seeks to re-estab-
lish a balance that has long been lost:

What is less evident, given the former discrimination against women, is the fact that

educational establishments, and particularly universities and vocational education cen-

ters, have the obligation for a certain length of time to discriminate in favor of women.
To do otherwise is to perpetuate the discrimination of the past.*

Does the enthusiasm invested in mini-microprojects composed of bits and
pieces, with only a hope of becoming more than temporary, lead to preju-
dice against women and girls who might be called to other occupations and
destinies by virtue of their intelligence and intellectual education? The unem-
ployed women engaged in this type of enterprise come from all backgrounds
and have varying gifts; some are too old to consider taking new qualifications
or pursuing other occupations demanding further study, and others have
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limited ability to develop to the limits of their job. But the rest are at risk of
being held back and postponing a viable decision. The danger is that of a type
of self-discrimination through the sapping of young strength, confined
within small-scale, improvised and temporary activities designed to meet a
crisis, and hence short-term but with immediate effect. The threat hiding
behind the beneficial aspect of these transitional solutions is the abandon-
ment of higher education, of an intellectual career and the future prospects
advocated by J. K. Galbraith.

The social paradox of these mini-micro business projects is that they offer
salvation to many unemployed women, but at the same time, drag down
the most gifted of them. However, the probable short-term nature of such
microprojects and their limited coverage can also be seen as factors which
preserve strength, protecting the unemployed against idleness, psychic and
moral exploitation, and keeping them fit for broader and more complex activ-
ities while they wait for better times.

The Practical Effect of Mini-Microprojects

Having made these theoretical observations, let us turn to the practical
effects of the mini-microprojects. Rural and urban microenterprises provide
an alternative to the severe crisis of employment affecting women'’s lives in
our country, an alternative which starts from almost zero, relying on its own
resources rather than external aid, foreign capital or state investment. But
while it is easy to start in this way, it is far from certain that enterprises will
develop similarly in the future. When the time comes to ask for bank loans
and investment at preferential rates, can these improvised businesses
designed to suit unemployed women transform themselves into organized
private workshops which both produce goods and provide a promise of last-
ing activity?

We should not deceive ourselves. As shock solutions which bring some
productive activity back to life, rural and urban microenterprises cannot long
function without additional input: possible “sponsors”, selected suppliers,
experienced book-keepers, a feel for the market, advertising, marketing,
research into the tourist industry and export outlets, and all the other hum-
drum but necessary aspects of running a business. We should not forget
pension contributions, which will be forcefully demanded and cannot be
dismissed by emotional appeals. Under these circumstances, when competi-
tiveness and competence are absolute requirements, the playful insouciance of
dilettantes who think they can do things without knowing how quickly van-
ishes and is always the loser.

CONTINUING THE CHOSEN PATH

It is not a matter of finding reasons for some form of social grouping to
continue at any price. We try to give women who have formed a group a
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range of knowledge that will enable them to continue on a chosen path, and
allow microenterprises some future chance. We believe that only one view
of the future will enable them to develop: to transform these modest busi-
nesses, which have proved so useful for a time, into workshops producing
goods which are of exceptional quality, but which above all excite the imagi-
nation, reflect their own times and draw on the myths and symbols of the
domestic world. “Mini-microformations” which started as ephemera will be
devoted to creating items that are luxurious, not in their opulence or
extravagance but in the calm and noble beauty that comes from distant his-
tory: “pictorial objects” inspired by an ancient culture, traditionally authentic
and imaginatively original. Such workshops cannot be founded on the work
of non-specialists.

Everyone involved must feel sympathy with the women who will strive to
be the creators of these items. More importantly, the “teachers” who will
carry out the documentation in museums and libraries and the research into
ways of teaching, should feel an empathetic commitment. It must be stressed
that the learning to learn formula has a double meaning and requires the
application and development of the concept of action research.

In our circumstances, the there may be both a historical and a contempo-
rary relationship between action and research, which may change perspective,
research being included in simultaneous and subsequent action. Left to
chance, mini-microenterprises will quickly disintegrate. If they are designed
as an activity that is continually supported by research which assesses the
strength of its internal capabilities and suggests ways forward, however, they
will resist all the upheavals of the present day.

Our Three Areas of Action-Research

There are three areas in which women’s “science” remains a traditional
occupation. These customary areas are still closed to large-scale industrial
exploitation. They require not only a love of rigour and diligence, but also
the ability to distinguish the true from the false, and the gift of discovery and
of adding subtle nuances, minor inventions that will influence the savour of
our times.

The volunteers of the Women’s Organization of the RSDP have devel-
oped an action programme in three areas which might be attractive to all
women. These are in the field of minor arts. The first requires a gift for shapes
and colours. The second demands good taste, in the figurative and the lit-
eral sense. The third demands common sense and good humour.

1. Dressmaking

The art of dressmaking belongs in the first area. Dressmaking, which has
been practised in rural parts of our country in the maternal line for centuries,
to embellish the everyday and festive clothing of family members, old and
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young, and to make magnificent ceremonial clothes, was learned by all the
girls who dreamed of filling their linen chests as young wives. The orna-
mentation of clothes and cloth will still be dominated by the sense of
proportion, the harmonization of colours, and the linking of geometric
shapes with rare designs of flowers and animals.

2. Culinary Art

The second area, of extremely ancient traditional usage, and in which good
taste was passed from mother to daughter, learned and cultivated in the
vast kitchens of yesteryear, is the culinary art. For centuries, it was women’s
pride and joy, from princesses to peasants, to be able to hold open house and
to honour their guests by offering them the dishes of traditional Romanian
cooking, which are unique, refined and well-seasoned, and a marvellous
combination of the four basic flavours of taste.

3. Elegance of objects

The third area rests in the closed elegance of objects, an art perpetuated
throughout the centuries by the ornamental scribes, painters and sculptors of
Romanian villages and later taken up by town-dwellers. There was a sort of
school for everyone, a continuation of the former boarding schools of the
Romanian 18th century, leading to the grace and good manners which ruled
in the minuscule workshops of the 19th century up until the years of the Belle
Epoque. These were places where everyone went to buy and offer presents,
romantic and ingenious accessories, remembering the words of La BruyEre:
“Manners are often what decides whether men think well of you or ill.”

Research to Rediscover the Past

Fabrics and Embroidery

The action of restoring a social status to unemployed women is linked to
the research undertaken in the areas mentioned. Twill overalls with fine lace
collars of embroidered silk, school uniforms embroidered with gold and sil-
ver thread, “wild and desolate places” with sumptuous dishes, and the wit
and seemliness of choice gifts — there is a long road ahead. But it will be a yet
longer road to reach original shapes and designs, by way of painstaking
research to rediscover the past, and ending in the distant “enchanted places”
of Romanian tradition, both noble and peasant. We shall again take up the
ancient craft of weaving on hand-looms, and our workshops will provide
woollen, linen, hempen and natural silk cloth, raw, bleached and dyed, with
the fabric matched to the vegetable colours extracted from leaves and bark,
herbs and petals: madder root for red, alder bark for black, meadow saffron
for yellow, and red cabbage leaves for a soft grey-mauve. The shades of the
cloth and of the silk and woollen embroidery threads will harmonize with the
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colours of the countryside, with antique wood, and old rustic terracotta pot-
tery in ochre, brown and black, according to the unwritten laws of old
peasant traditions. We believe in a resurgence of archaic technology. Thus, the
women of our country will once again want small-clothes of bobbin guipure,
“spider’s web” lace, black and white petit-point embroidery on a linen or
natural silk ground, fine soft sheets of woven white lambswool decorated
with wide red, brown and black borders. Nowhere else in the world did the
art of dressmaking experience such a flowering, which was due to an imagi-
nary return to the past of the Thousand and One Nights in the era of
excessive luxury termed “Byzantium after Byzantium” by the historian
Nicolae Iorga, when an extremely refined form of Byzantine art was the pre-
dominant style in our palaces. The works of art of medieval public buildings
are to be found on the walls of our monasteries. Artistic embroideries in gold,
pearls and silver on cloth of peacock velvet and satin, brocade and taffeta,
and fine hand-worked tapestries with the canvas entirely covered by scenes
in wool and silk, gold and silver thread, shall once again see the light of day.
Tapestry and embroidery are no longer “lost arts”.

Culinary Arts and Cuisine

It would be a delectable adventure to put ancient recipes back into use,
and to revive old culinary habits. It could be extremely attractive to carry
out thorough research into all the fabulous recipes that Romanian writers
noted in their works between the 16th and the 19th century, unexpected gems
in old almanacs, cookery books, family archives and among hand-written let-
ters and manuscripts. And into extremely old indigenous recipes such as
marinades of game, served up with the great pomp of solemn feasts. This is
a learned gastronomy, in which the strong spices and aromas of the Orient
meet the fresher and finer flavours and savours of the region: thus the cuisine
of monastic origins which can be found in nunneries, vegetarian cuisine of
great refinement in which aubergines, mushrooms, cauliflower and tender
courgettes (“priest’s bonnet”) are allied with wild thyme, tarragon and the
piquant savour of the red berries of the alkegengi (“love in a cage”).

Romanian cuisine is full of theatricality. Let us imagine the true spectacle
of the “lamb of the hayduks” (bandits), which used to be cooked whole, in a
clearing, in burning ashes, or a royal dish such as trout or salmon trout grilled
or smoked over a slow fire of pine needles, among the trees, in a “scenic
setting”, and taking the place of honour at open-air feasts in the mountains.
Or again, the secret, forgotten recipes, and those kept with care and handed
down from generation to generation, recipes of noble families and once pre-
pared at the courts of the voyvods and princes, such as “cozonac”, which is as
ancient as the great Breton cake, the Gdteau des rois, and is an enormous sweet
loaf like a giant opera hat with raisins and crushed hazel nuts, the prepara-
tion of which proceeded like a sacred rite; or, of course, the very special recipe
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for “doulchaz”, a unique confection of flowers and fruits, white acacia flow-
ers and wild strawberries, so beloved of all the foreigners who crossed
through our land; the bitter “doulchaz” of black wild cherries or fresh green
walnuts; and again, that of white Baragan melon, flavoured with heliotrope
and peppered mint water.

The Productions of Small Workshops

We now come to the small workshops of the 19th century. We note with
some astonishment that such a shop still existed in the 1940s in Buzau, per-
haps the last, run by two gentle maidens who were well advanced in years
and very discreet. In the previous century, these “places of presents”, as they
were called, offered a wide range of rare objects in every town, and we intend
to take some ideas from among them.

For example: hand-painted miniatures, agreeable water-colour scenes, pen
colour-wash drawings, pastel landscapes and figures, silhouette pictures in
black, grey and pink, cut like lace and all made to order from sittings and
accompanied by a few specially composed “souvenir” verses, artistically
written by hand in Romanian, French, Italian and German, or by old adages,
witty sayings or prayers. Or, calendars and picture frames, painted cards and
bookmarks, lace fans, silk, velvet and glass-bead flowers, sachets of laven-
der and jasmin, delicate and evocative little objects in profusion. And finally,
love letters, letters of condolence, declarations of friendship, congratula-
tions and invitations to baptisms, engagements and weddings, written to
order with a hint of irony or solemn piety, sometimes in verse, real poems
also written by hand on fine white, pink and blue paper, decorated with gilt
letters or even stylised illumination inspired by originals in religious books,
chronicals, old manuscripts and bedside books. Research in libraries and
museums is only just beginning.

So, by rediscovering the past and by letting the imagination wander where
it will, useful, sensible items that are simple and elegant may become almost
art forms and be transformed into pictorial objects. Even though the results
will vary and be unforeseeable, such attempts must be made if only to over-
come apathy, uncertainty and mistrust.

Reviving Cultural Heritage: The Concept
of Action Culture

After the void in our traditional cultural history ushered in and main-
tained by communism, after the degeneration and cultural distortions
perpetrated by a totalitarian policy towards images and words, towards the
symbols of art, and towards the noesis and concepts of the conscience, and
after the pretence of creating a blithely innovative substitute culture, it is of
the greatest importance for us at the present time in our history to institute
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the reverse process of regeneration: a process of fundamental rebirth, through
the regeneration of the broken links with the past which will restore to us our
roots, so that we do not walk forward into the future in a void, and do not
come crashing down or walk on air like puppets.

The substance of our cultural heritage, in part destroyed, ruined or lost,
in part damaged or rendered mysterious, has still been preserved in very var-
ied social milieux, from the simplest peasant community to the elites. In any
society, “culture is both conservative and creative”. ® The concept of “action
culture” formulated by P. H. Chombart de Lauwe is abstracted from a phe-
nomenon that takes place in the life of every society, from a series of processes
occurring in visible transformations and in turn actively affecting those trans-
formations of personalities, social groups and life. But in a society which has
had to suffer the inexorable destruction of a totalitarian regime, the phe-
nomenon of “action culture” means slowing down and stopping for long
periods. In these circumstances, the transformation and invention of forms
and visions in what is done at present must pursue the renaissance of cultural
models of the past.

Strengthening Bridges to the Past

From now on, we have to strengthen the bridges we have already built to
the past and bring alive the continuity of a spiritual tradition which still relies
too much on mental processes and not enough on pictorial objects made by
women’s hands, naive perhaps, but concealing life as if by magic and keep-
ing a continuity in their substance. The unchanging cultural models,
contained in and given meaning by the ancient symbols, images, visions and
the tiniest details of the minor arts of domestic family and community life,
sacred and profane, are the living roots that will allow us to put our tradi-
tional culture back together.

For us, in our current rural and urban microenterprise projects, the concept
of “action culture” will for a time mean recovering and selecting motifs,
themes, models and designs that have long been known and kept in the
memory, the subconscious, the shade. It is not a question of going backwards
or of an exaggerated taste for all the things of the past, but of once again tak-
ing possession of an ancestral inheritance by returning to the true and
beauteous sources of our spiritual identity.

However salutary it may be, the first step is to learn to choose what is right
at the moment in a state of crisis. We have to learn to abandon stop-gap mea-
sures because of the danger of a new immobility built on modesty and even
humility (there is so much to learn!). The time has come to learn to conduct
action research, to find the culture of the past once more through action
research and, after the years of communion with our own dazzling spiritual
culture of old which lie ahead of us, to learn finally to operate an action cul-
ture. Then, we shall learn to make choices for the long term.
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Chapter Seven

A COMMUNITY APPROACH
TO BASIC EDUCATION

Patricia Ahern
Association for Community Based Education
Washington, DC

THE ASSOCIATION FOR
COMMUNITY BASED EDUCATION

The Association for Community Based Education (ACBE) was founded
in 1976 as a national network of community based educational institutions.
These institutions are independent, non-profit organizations that have
evolved within low-income communities and operate outside the publicly
supported education system. They are locally controlled, with community
people on their governing boards. They are committed to offering education
and development programs that benefit both the individual learner and the
community as a whole.

Like its members, ACBE was created through the collective action of its
constituency. During 1974-1976, representatives of 25 community based edu-
cational institutions met to share their concerns about conditions in their
communities and to discuss their desire for strong leadership to support local
development. They represented mostly low-income people from around the
United States including the farming and coal mining communities of the
Southeast and Appalachia, farmworker labour camps and the barrios of the
West, rural New England, and inner city neighbourhoods in the East.
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These organizations were working toward a common goal: To develop
indigenous leadership and to empower their communities to determine their
own futures. A common agenda was soon developed based on their needs. At
the time, issues of recognition and legitimacy were important, and the artic-
ulation of a conceptual framework of community based educational practice
was emphasized. There were also clear needs for greater interaction among
the groups and for financial and technical support, including training for pro-
fessional development and capacity building.

Since its formation in 1976, ACBE has brought together over 100 member
organizations, including two and four year colleges, adult education and lit-
eracy programs, economic development organizations, multi-service
agencies, and a wide variety of community action programs. Its members
serve over 225,000 individuals annually, in 40 states and the District of
Columbia. ACBE’s programs reflect both the diversity of interests and
common needs of its members.

THE COMMUNITY BASED APPROACH TO
EDUCATION AND WORK

Community based education, whether practised in basic literacy training,
at the community college level, or in conjunction with economic develop-
ment programs at the grass-roots level, is an effective and powerful means
of both individual and community development. In the communities where
ACBE members live and work, the community based educational organiza-
tion is often the catalyst for local action to improve community life and bring
about social change. Participants in ACBE member educational programs are
increasingly visible in positions of leadership in these communities.

LITERACY INITIATIVES

Over the last 15 years there has been a major transformation in this
nation’s understanding of and commitment to adult literacy. For commu-
nity based providers, it has produced both recognition and legitimacy, but
also tremendous demands to meet expectations as the most effective organi-
zations reaching and teaching those most in need. At the same time, the
needs of the field have changed rapidly. The burden on educators and prac-
titioners to develop new and innovative ways to support community based
programs has grown.’

As the dimensions of this nation’s illiteracy problem have become more
apparent, the level of concern and activity in the field has increased. Policies
and programs have been launched, studies have been done, state and
national level commissions have been appointed, and a public awareness
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campaign designed to recruit volunteers and channel people into literacy
training programs has been undertaken.

These efforts are guided by the premise that illiteracy is a major handicap
that affects both the individual, the community and the society in which we
live. Correcting it will open new vistas and opportunities, and facilitate mov-
ing toward a more self-reliant and productive life. In reality, in poor
communities where joblessness, lack of services, inadequate housing, dis-
crimination and lack of access to education create a climate of powerlessness
and despair, illiteracy is only one of many problems facing the individual and
the community. Learning to read and write may produce personal pride and
satisfaction, but it alone will do little to break the cycle of poverty.

Community based programs approach literacy training as part of a larger
effort to empower individuals and their communities to improve their eco-
nomic condition and quality of life. Literacy has social, economic, political, as
well as educational dimensions. Literacy, self-esteem, self-determination, and
the ability to affect educational change in the community are bound together.
Community based literacy programs take place in action-oriented settings
that allow literacy to develop in the context of the learners” whole lives.

Several factors have contributed to the success of these efforts in particular
to serve the “hardest-to-reach”.? Community based institutions themselves
have learned to do a lot with little. They channel limited resources to prior-
ity needs and focus on attainable objectives. They have been able to
experiment with innovative techniques and methodologies in their education
work, establish exemplary programs, and develop strategies and models that
have made significant contributions to the field of adult literacy.®

LITERACY AND WORK

Among the primary economic strategies of the current U.S. administration
are job creation, worker training and retraining, welfare-to-work and school-
to-work initiatives. Existing job training programs are being restructured and
expanded, and greater coordination among federal departments (e.g.
Education, Labour, Health and Human Services, Housing and Urban
Development) and state agencies is taking place. At the same time, there is a
strong interest in the work of community based programs and, for the first
time in a long while, a greater understanding of their capacity and potential
to lead some of the new national priorities for education, skill training and
job creation.

In this context, it is important that community based organizations who
are at the forefront of working with those populations most in need, be pre-
pared to demonstrate and promote effective programs and practices,
particularly alternative programs that not only enhance employability, but
empower workers to shape their own destinies in their own communities
and in a new U.S. workplace.
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These programs also tend to incorporate, in addition to basic job skills
development, subjects such as worker rights, occupational safety and health
issues, understanding of the economic and social forces affecting employ-
ment and job creation, the global economy, and new options for job creation.
They operate in the belief that effective restructuring of the U.S. economy can
only take place with the full participation of the work force. Community
based programs are developing creative strategies that will strengthen the
capacity of grass-roots, community based organizations to design their own
socio-economic initiatives as alternatives to the existing employment market.

A major challenge for community based organizations in the United States
is how to effectively prepare low-income and educationally disadvantaged
youth and adults for employment in communities where there are limited
career and employment opportunities. The conditions programs face in try-
ing to create jobs and prepare people for meaningful work are complex and
require a particular response on the part of practitioners, educators and
development planners.

The Community Based Approach

Community based organizations are developing new ways of linking edu-
cation and employment. Adult learners are involved in researching local job
training systems and labour markets and assessing ways of changing local
policies and programs. Some organizations are adding components to exist-
ing job training programs that will enable participants to develop new
knowledge and skills so they can be stronger advocates for themselves and
their co-workers in work environments which may not be unionized. Several
groups are designing educational programs which prepare adults to enter
and successfully complete training for entry-level employment in the health
and medical fields. Others are looking for ways to strengthen their control
and effective participation in the parallel labour market.

Community organizations have sought to develop stronger links between
employment training and adult literacy for people on public assistance,
women, out-of-school youth, older workers, immigrant workers and people
with disabilities. They have developed models for utilizing the resources of
various federal programs such as the Job Training Partnership Act JTPA) and
the Job Training and Basic Skills programs of the Department of Labour, wel-
fare reform programs at the Department of Health and Human Services, and
the public housing and homeless programs at the Department of Housing
and Urban Development. More importantly, they are creating action-oriented
ways of combining these and other similar programs with new strategies that
promote community empowerment and long term development.

Traditional job training and/or workplace literacy programs assume that
employers know what skills people need. Programs are then geared to pro-
vide the technical training and/or skills acquisition that will meet these
needs. In contrast, the community based organizations involved in this
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project have looked specifically at what it means to prepare people for work
in our communities. They are concerned with addressing additional kinds
of issues in their programs, such as getting people to identify their own skills
and abilities, finding out what technical skills people need and providing
opportunities for people to develop them. Community based programs deal
with issues related to what is holding them back from getting a job, the need
for increased self-esteem, eliminating their fear of the workplace, and devel-
oping the technical tools needed to do job searches, interviewing and other
job related tasks.

A community based approach to preparing people for work is based on a
set of assumptions. These assumptions have helped focus the work of these
organizations in developing alternative educational initiatives that realisti-
cally respond to the needs of their communities.

*  Community groups have begun to identify how the practice of work has changed
and what alternative educational approaches and practices need to be created in
order to effectively respond to the needs of grass-roots, community based organi-
zations;

*  Organizations are using participatory action research to identify the work related
needs in the community and encouraging people to get involved in the process of
developing their own meaningful productive work;

*  Practitioners in these organizations have begun to identify alternative educational
policies, goals and corresponding ways of preparing people for long-term employ-
ability, not just a single job. This involves looking at participatory educational
strategies and methodologies that deal with literacy, program improvement, con-
tinuing education and training opportunities within the community itself; and

*  Programs have begun to respond with strategies that build capacity in low income
communities and allow participants to develop socio-economic initiatives that more
directly meet their employment needs.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In 1993 ACBE began supporting a group of 12 community based member
organizations whose primary focus was developing literacy and education as
a tool for responding in alternative ways to the work and employment crisis
in their communities.

The ACBE study was based on the principles of Participatory Action
Research (PAR). Participatory which assume that participants play a role in
setting the agenda of inquiry, participate in data collection as well as the
analysis of that data, and have control over the use of outcomes from the
process. The shape of the knowledge base available to community based
organizations for decision-making is determined by the questions that are
asked to develop that knowledge base. Since the questions asked are a direct
expression of the values, assumptions and beliefs of those posing the ques-
tions, the knowledge base will also reflect those values, only answering
questions that are consistent with those values. Therefore, being actively
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involved in creating that knowledge base through asking questions based
on our own values and beliefs gives participants greater power to shape their
future.

Community based programs are seeking to develop strategies that address
the following key issues:

1. What happens when basic skills education is connected to employment and broader
issues of self actualization and empowerment?

2.  How do we create economic development strategies which promote economic self-
sufficiency and not just create minimum wage jobs?

3. How do we create employment that uses the experience, knowledge and skills of
local residents?

4. What should literacy education and training programs include to prepare people for
long term employability?

5. How do we build programs that provide group and individual support to partici-
pants so they are more confident about leaving the “security” of community based
programs and making the transition to the workplace when necessary?

6. How can our communities provide education that enhances employability or leads
to training and employment at a living wage, while strengthening the ability of
people to defend their rights and dignity as workers and to participate fully in shap-
ing the workplace so that it meets their needs?

7. How can community based education programs strengthen their own capacity to
effectively use participatory and collaborative learning strategies to effect change
in relation to education for work?

8. What alternative methodologies can be developed to insure the participation of
workers as learners and decision-makers in designing their own learning process?

9. How can we collect information (participatory action research) that will document
and assess this process, reflecting in particular on the benefits of long-term education
over short-term skills training? How can we document these approaches in ways
which can contribute to the development of program models, educational materials,
and training curricula for the field?

Discussed below are profiles of two of the twelve organizations and the
specific areas in relation to education and work they have focused on dur-
ing the course of this project. Both organizations have been implementing
some particular aspect of participant action research in regard to issues of
literacy and work. It is their cumulative knowledge and experience in the
field that serves as a basis for examining the changes which occur at the local
level in the culture, environment and organization of work. Our objective in
this process is to determine what is successful and why, what does not work,
what changes need to be made, and what further research needs to be done
in developing meaningful strategies and alternatives for linking education
and work in the context of community based program goals and needs.*
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INTERNATIONAL LADIES’ GARMENT WORKERS
UNION WORKER-FAMILY EDUCATION PROGRAM,
NEW YORK

The Worker-Family Education Program began in 1985 when the
International Ladies” Garment Workers Union (ILGWU), along with 6 other
unions, formed the Consortium for Worker Education (CWE). Recognizing
the failure of existing adult education services to provide access to working
people of New York City, especially immigrants, the CWE took up the chal-
lenge to create an alternative. The CWE has grown to include the adult
education programs of 22 unions. The ILGWU is a national union with a long
history of involvement in worker education.

Students in the ILGWU’s program are immigrants and garment workers.
The U.S. garment industry has always attracted immigrant workers. Early
immigrants in the industry came from Eastern Europe, but now the majority
are from China, South and Central America, and the Caribbean. Most are
union members. Some are the families of union members. Their ages range
from 16 to 65 years. Some of the students have been living in the New York
area for some time, but have limited exposure to English at home or at work.
Most work in garment factories as machine operators. Their educational
backgrounds vary, ranging from early elementary school to college.

The goal of the Worker-Family Education Program is to build leadership
skills so that workers can better address their problems and create alternative
ways of responding to the crisis of work in their communities. Classes are
rooted in the context of work, even though the vast majority of the classes are
not within the workplace. The pedagogy used is participatory and student-
centred and tries to foster critical thinking by using problem-posing
techniques. Issues that emerge within the classes centre around the work-
place because students are garment workers, many of whom are union
members. Many of the students are recently arrived immigrants who are
entering a precarious work climate, one where shop closings are on the
increase as factories move to places with cheaper labour costs.

Sixty different classes are offered. Except for a GED and a College
Preparation class, all the programming is English-as-a-Second-Language
(ESL). Eight of the classes combine the learning of language with the learning
of garment skills - such as patternmaking and the operation of special sewing
machines. While most classes take place in the community centres, there are
two ESL classes that take place within a knitting factory, Mademoiselle, in
Brooklyn, NY. Mademoiselle has a multicultural and multilingual work force,
mostly Latino and Chinese, and is in the process of reorganizing and restruc-
turing production processes. English is taught using a curriculum that
attempts to assure that workers participate and advocate for themselves in
this reorganizing process.
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Program Activities

The Worker-Family Education Program curriculum is centred around the
issues that students consistently bring to class: worker and immigrant rights,
shop closings and layoffs, union and industry structure, the global economy,
as well as cultural and linguistic conflicts. English is viewed as a tool to
enable workers to advocate for themselves in the workplace, in the union and
in the community.”

The project proposed to do so in the following ways:

*  Leadership Development: includes the formation of leadership groups, develop-

ing advocacy and organizing skills; improving communication and public speaking
abilities; organizational skills such as running a meeting, organizing a student coun-

cil; group dynamics, cultural diversity, and understanding various leadership styles
appropriate to their situations.

*  Consciousness Raising: regarding the ILGWU Union and union workers: learning
about needs of garment workers and how the union addresses them, discussing,
analysing and learning about union issues and campaigns, contracts and constitu-
tion, developing union political action strategies and methods, developing strategies
that lead to building a democratic and active union program, educating teachers
about the union, organizing and workers’ rights as content in the classroom, under-
standing the history of the union and union organizing in the U.S. and analysing
the role of workers in the context of the global economy and the economy of their
local community.

*  English Skills Acquisition: including reading, writing and grammar, vocabulary
building skills, pronunciation and conversation enhancement for use in the context
of both work and life skills.

Six full time teachers have been using a collaborative model for program
development. Students participate in decision-making by providing input
into the curriculum building process. Student elected student councils work
with teachers to collect data and develop a curriculum by going out into the
community and conducting action research. Teachers and students have been
able to visit garment shops, attend community events, discuss union and
industry structures and their place in the global economy.

The strength of this educational process lies in the staff development that
the project provides. The teacher training component consists of developing
models for problem-posing techniques, designing ways to explore workplace
issues within the classroom, all with the goal of developing and implement-
ing a learner centred pedagogy, which brings a much needed participatory
workplace perspective to educational programs for immigrant workers in
New York City. The staff has developed a guide, set within a Frierian method-
ological framework, to help teachers facilitate classroom discussions that
identify workplace problems and experiences, analyze those problems within
a larger context, and develop strategies that lead to action for change.

Students and teachers together have formed an education committee that
meets regularly to debate and clarify pedagogical issues. Many of the
students who initiated this project now participate in classes within the



Community Approach to Basic Education 133

program that focus on preparing people to work in the field of education.
Three were recently hired to work as student-teachers in the program. They
work closely with teachers in the classroom and participate in staff develop-
ment meetings and planning sessions. Their work has helped to break down
the traditional student-teacher role in the classroom and the barriers to learn-
ing that are frequently present in formal educational settings. Their
contribution to the program planning, implementation and evaluation
process has been invaluable.

Results

The program has successfully implemented a learner centred approach to
education, one which places major emphasis on maximum student partici-
pation in the decision-making, development, and implementation of the
class, including defining the curriculum to be used. The participatory class-
room practices used in this setting have enabled students to become involved
in other areas of union activity, further preparing them to advocate on their
own behalf. This model is unique in the context of a U.S. union.

The process of the ILGWU Worker-Family Education program sought to
help build a collaboration between union activists and student/workers who
are active volunteers at the ILGWU workers’ centres located in three com-
munities in the New York city area. This “change agent curriculum” has
helped to shape the workplace. By using a participatory action research
process, students played an active role in providing empowering education
that enabled them to take part in building a more democratic and active
union in their communities.

Student workers went out into the community and into workplaces in the
garment district. They interviewed workers, organizers, factory managers
and owners. In the process they gathered relevant information via written
interviews, recorded oral testimony, and case studies; produced a video of a
skit workers wrote and performed, and collected photographs and drawings.
Striking workers were interviewed and photographed on the picket line.
Student/worker interviewers spoke at various community events and cele-
brations, student council meetings, staff meetings, and union organizing
membership meetings where they continually gathered documentation that
was used to further develop their educational language program.®

Those student workers who participated in the program became critically
aware of the larger context of their ESL classes, for example the union, the
garment industry, the community in which they live and work, and the
global economy of which they are a part. They became more aware of and
skilled in the methodology of a participatory action research effort that
helped them learn to improve their skills at working in groups, interview-
ing and public speaking, and becoming involved in a collective
problem-solving process around the crisis of work in their community.
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In doing so, they learned most from the ideas and actions of their co-work-
ers. Participants who went to the picket lines to interview other workers were
not only changed by this experience, but in the process demonstrated their
solidarity with the striking workers. The presence of project interviewers on
the streets in the garment district of New York made a strong impression on
unorganized garment workers, many of whom asked for more information
and, as a result, later joined the union.

More importantly, the participants were empowered by participating in
defining the objectives of their own learning. They achieved greater auton-
omy in response to the crisis of work in their communities.

When the project’s coordinator, Maureen La Mar, was asked what she
learned from conducting this project, she responded:

I was reminded again of the good sense of some basic elements of the kind of education

we are aiming for: involving learners in program design, learning by doing, collective

problem solving among peers, the value of using materials from real life rather than
from a textbook. I was reminded also of the many creative forms “labour action” can

take and that the most powerful resource the labour movement has in a path towards jus-
tice and growth in our communities is the workers themselves.”

COMMUNITY WOMEN'’S EDUCATION PROJECT
(CWEP) PHILADELPHIA

Since 1977 the Community Women'’s Education Project (CWEP) has been
providing a continuum of quality education programs, from literacy through
college courses, for low-income women in the Kensington community of
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. While this traditionally blue collar community
was previously supported by manufacturing and industry, economic reces-
sion brought high unemployment and other socio-economic difficulties that
have produced acute conditions of poverty.

CWEP’s participants are single heads of households, primarily mothers
who are recipients of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), and
reflect the multicultural environment of the community: 48 percent African
American, 42 percent White, 8 percent Latina and 2 percent Asian. CWEP is
dedicated to providing adult education for women whose needs were not
being met by traditional schooling.

The average CWEP student has no high school diploma, few job qualifi-
cations, and little knowledge of how the academic or business world works.
When they first come to CWEP, some cannot fill out an application form.
Others struggle along at a fifth grade reading level. Most have a history of
work, but in a series of low skill, low wage jobs that have kept them trapped
in poverty. The majority have enrolled in training programs that are author-
itarian and “top down”, job oriented rather than focused on careers, and have
failed to give them useful long term skills. Many have defaulted on student
loans, having been taken in by these kinds of training programs. Most face
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family and community resistance to education and pressure to drop out and
“just get a job”, which they find difficult to resist.?

In the ideal world of job training, both the Job Training Partnership Act
(JTPA) and the Family Support Act through Job Opportunities and Basic
Skills (JOBS) provide the route and pave the way to self-sufficiency by pro-
viding the education and training that supposedly will move low-income
individuals into jobs. In the real world, determining the path to economic self-
determination is complex and difficult.

Most programs in Philadelphia and other U.S. cities offer short term job
training, no long range goal setting, and no analysis of the available jobs
that will pay real wages. The irony is that welfare recipients are faulted for
not wanting jobs, and not wanting training. They are stereotyped as lazy
because the system does not track their efforts through time. The basic
assumption underlying job training of this sort and the new so-called welfare
reforms is that the poor have not worked and that training will result in a job,
both of which are false assumptions.

CWEP is responding to this situation by providing an alternative perspec-
tive in their belief that long term education and comprehensive support
services will best prepare disadvantaged women to successfully meet the
challenges they face in determining the appropriate route for self-determi-
nation. CWEP not only gives students training which helps them get jobs, but
has developed a participatory process that builds their commitment to more
long term education. Participants who begin with the need for basic literacy
skills go on to continue their education, often ending up with a college
degree. The organization accomplishes these results by adhering to a unique
mission which states that the path to self-sufficiency for low-income, disad-
vantaged women does not lead through short term “quick fix” job training.
Rather, it is through long term education that true self-sufficiency and real
empowerment can be achieved.

Motivating students to set their sights on long term goals in the face of so
many immediate needs and disadvantages requires a unique kind of organi-
zational culture. The key to CWEP’s success is a highly participatory and
articulated organizational culture that is shared at all levels, including board,
staff and students. CWEP encourages students to take control of their own
learning, become active participants in designing their own educational pro-
gram, develop a strong sense of community and build leadership skills
through their education. CWEP provides access for these women to educa-
tional opportunities in a culturally familiar, community based setting with
the goal of increasing their employability as well as enabling them to improve
the conditions of their lives and shape their own future.

Program Activities

CWEDP offers a number of specific educational programs. The Workstart
Program is the “soul” of the organization. In this “welfare to work” program,
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women develop their own learning in the context of working on reading,
writing, communications or maths skills, find out about the world of work
and engage in meaningful career planning. The program enrols 175 students
each year, and provides basic skills acquisition, computer literacy, and career
exploration through an interdisciplinary, student centred curriculum.
Student outcomes in this program have been consistently positive. Retention
rate averages 75 percent. Eighty-two percent of those who completed the pro-
gram were single parents with two to three children, and all had incomes
below $10,000.

CWEPD’s College Program is a fully accredited first year college program
linked with the Community College of Philadelphia. Students who qualify
take their first community college courses on site at CWEP. Approximately
350 students annually attend these classes, either during the day or in the
evening program. The Program is much more than a site for community col-
lege classes. CWEP has worked to integrate college courses into their
organizational goals, objectives and approach to adult education. The avail-
ability of college classes on site encourages women who have never
considered going to college to envision this as a possibility for themselves.
This is most strikingly apparent in the large number of Workstart students
who begin simply wanting to develop basic skills, who then continue on
and enrol in college classes.

CWEFP’s Computer Enhanced Evening Literacy Program gives students
an opportunity to further strengthen basic skills and provides job training in
microcomputer skills application programs, with a concentration on voca-
tional skills training. A student operated computer service bureau has in the
past provided computer services such as word processing to small businesses
in the area. The program encountered difficulties due to staffing and man-
agement problems. CWEP offers a summer computer camp for over 100
hardest to reach youth and provides various on-site support services to stu-
dents including childcare, counselling and family literacy.

Challenging Welfare Myths:
Demonstrating Welfare to Work

CWEP programs have always sought to redefine traditional welfare to
work programs that provide short term training and quickly move partici-
pants off welfare, with little regard for their chances at finding meaningful
permanent employment at a living wage. Since 1986, CWEP has been col-
lecting anonymous surveys about the education, training and employment
backgrounds of its learners. With this information CWEP began to acquire
the tools needed to challenge the familiar myths that women on welfare don’t
work and that they do not want training.

One of CWEP’s activities that successfully demonstrates this process is a
participatory research project entitled “Demonstrating Welfare to Work™. It
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was begun in 1993 by 34 CWEP JOBS participants who were self-selected into
a process designed to allow students to analyze the relationship between
short term job training, public assistance and employment history. Twenty
of the women interviewed were African-American, seven were white, six
were Latina, and one was Asian-American. The average age of the partici-
pants was 30, and the women had, on average, 2.5 children each.

Students began collecting data on their own history regarding public assis-
tance, job training and employment by creating a timeline of their life
experiences. They performed a cost-benefit analysis on their previous train-
ing and welfare histories to determine the true amount of dollars spent in
“reducing the welfare rolls”. They then contrasted this data with similar cost-
benefit data of successful participants who have gained employment through
long term training. This action on the part of the participants has served to
inform and strengthen CWEP’s advocacy efforts as part of a local campaign
to change Pennsylvania welfare policy as it relates to the JOBS program.

The results of the survey done by the participants, became the basis for
analysis and discussion in class about welfare reform and the effect of short
term job training on creating self sufficiency in relation to work. The survey
showed that of the 34 women participants:

* 33 had previously worked a cumulative total of 106 jobs.

*  Only 27 percent of the jobs offered benefits, and only two paid between $8 and $9
per hour which was the highest wage recorded.

¢ Of the 33 women working, 28 worked at such low wages that they were still eligi-
ble for and were receiving public assistance.

*  Of the 34 women surveyed, 21 of them had previously attended 35 training pro-
grams, yet only three were able to gain employment in the field they were trained
in without continuing to receive welfare subsidies.

¢  Ofthe 21 women who had attended training programs, 17 of them had financed
their training with student loans and 16 of them were in default on those loans.
One woman paid $34,463 in tuition and still owes $32,437. Student loans are
designed to increase access to meaningful post-secondary training; however, most of
the CWEP population are forced to acquire loans for training that essentially
resulted in worthless skills training rather than meaningful education.”

The study found that these 34 students showed a sincere desire to take
advantage of employment and training opportunities available to them.
Despite having worked at a total of 106 jobs and attended 35 training pro-
grams, all but four women were on welfare at the time of the study. Results
showed that many of the women had worked while receiving welfare. The
women were unable to free themselves from reliance on welfare because the
jobs they were able to obtain paid inadequate wages.

As mentioned, of the 106 jobs held by the women, only two were paid
between $8 and $9 per hour. The most frequently reported wage was $4.00-
$4.80 per hour. Full time employment at this wage would offer an income of
only $7,680 to $9,580 a year, insufficient to support even a small family. All
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but one of the students surveyed had at least one child. Additionally, less
than one third (27%}) of the jobs provided benefits. Those students who are
mothers have a very difficult time giving up Medicaid coverage to pursue
employment that does not provide health insurance.

In addition to extensive work and training experiences, the women had a
history of entering the labour market early, which counters the idea that wel-
fare recipients choose not to work. Many of the women had taken advantage
of opportunities to work during their high school years, in summer youth
employment programs and /or after school employment. Based on the analy-
sis of their own situations, CWEP students realized that the failure was not
necessarily their own, but rather a failure of the system. The result of training
and education for the short term, of jobs that don’t pay real wages or bene-
fits and an approach to job training that defines the path to self sufficiency is
an ever moving treadmill leading nowhere.

Outcomes

This participatory research process, combined with the women’s desire for
training and education leading to long term sustainable employment,
resulted in students becoming more involved and more articulate as advo-
cates for job training reform in Philadelphia. In Pennsylvania, students
enrolled in JOBS and JTPA programs may not receive funding to attend com-
munity colleges. However, CWEP and its program participants believe that
college is the best option for women seeking full-time, long term employ-
ment. The kinds of jobs that these women desire increasingly require high
skill levels in reading, writing and maths that can be acquired only through
higher levels of education.

In their struggle to make college an option under JOBS and JTPA fund-
ing, students have begun telling their stories with more authority and
confidence. Several students formed a Speakers’ Bureau to inform the press
and others interested in their story, the results of the survey project and the
state of the welfare training and education system. Students spoke to
reporters, legislative representatives and social service workers from the
community. They received news coverage and testified at hearings on the
new JTPA regulations, taking CWEP’s advocacy efforts to the national level.

The awareness gained by the students has led to additional outcomes. A
student/ staff written proposal is pending for a grant to support peer coun-
selling and training-of-trainers activities, in partnership with Community
Legal Services. Students plan to train other students in the community about
issues involving defaulted student loans. The experience of the survey project
provided a forum for enhanced confidence and self esteem on the part of
students. CWEP has incorporated a new course called Leadership in
Community Development into the offered program electives in which
students choose issues important to them and learn the tools necessary to
organize around those issues.
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Evaluation

We have learned from this process that the road to self determination and
employment success is complex and needs to incorporate a variety of options
and choices. The CWEP experience demonstrates that it is important to con-
sider the following critical program elements:

*  flexibility to provide options including services through postsecondary education.

College may not be for everyone, but this option may enable some to deal more real-
istically with the changing requirements of our workforce;

®  future orientation, taking a hard look at what is possible and at what participants need
and want. If nurse’s aide is the choice, then additional support is needed to make
work pay and access to lifelong learning for future skill upgrades;

*  encouragement of long-term education and career planning provides a more posi-
tive impact on participants’ lives. Education programs with curriculums centred
around critical thinking and basic skills more effectively move adults into economic
self-sufficiency."

Training and education programs that limit choices, training systems that
view students as “clients” and that determine what jobs are socially appro-
priate for them are not training at all, but narrow focus tracking. Job training
that blindly tracks low income people into short term “quick fix” programs
and even shorter term employment are not viable alternatives. They only suc-
ceed in straining the welfare system, stalling the hope of economic
self-determination and pushing participants into deeper dependency, hope-
lessness and despair.

Contrary to public opinion, the women surveyed in the CWEP project
demonstrated extensive work and short term job skills training histories and
still have been unable to support themselves and their families. It is obvious
that they take advantage of the opportunities available to them.
Unfortunately, these options are insufficient to meet their needs. What is clear
from this research is that programs that encourage long-term education and
career planning have a more positive impact on participant’s lives and, as a
result, lead to greater economic self-sufficiency.

The women at CWEP have not necessarily reshaped their workplace, but
have successfully taken that needed first step by committing themselves to
a process through which they have acquired new knowledge and skills,
enhanced their self-confidence and broadened their sense of future employ-
ment possibilities. They have begun to do this by redefining the training they
receive for specific jobs and rejecting certain training options because of the
lack of job opportunities offered in those areas. They have taken an active role
in the process of reforming regulations regarding their job training/educa-
tion program of choice and have acquired new knowledge and gained
valuable confidence in their ability to organize themselves.

CWEP’s action research process demonstrates how a community based
organization has successfully taken the initiative in response to the need for
improving access to training and education programs that enhance
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participants’ capacity to respond to the labour and employment crisis in their
communities. The results of this project strengthened CWEP’s position as
advocates for access to post secondary education and longer term, meaning-
ful vocational training programs.

CWEP’s efforts have played a critical role in the campaign to change cur-
rent welfare policy in the state of Pennsylvania. Results from these efforts
have enhanced CWEP’s advocacy work around easing the restrictions of
JOBS and JTPA funding regulations and the inclusion of community based
organizations in the development of state funding and state programmatic
objectives. CWEP’s educational program demonstrates that there must be
changes in our understanding of good educational policy and practice if we
are to support the continuing development of socio-economic alternatives in
our communities.

USING PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH TO
BUILD ECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE

The major goal of ACBE’s Education for Work initiative was to engage
twelve community based organizations in efforts to develop innovative and
empowering educational strategies for responding to the crisis of unem-
ployment and underemployment in both urban and rural low-income
communities in the United States.

The ACBE initiative, as a whole, was a critical response to the growing
functionalist perspective about what is being termed a “literacy crisis” and a
corresponding decline in U.S. productivity. According to that perspective, the
decline in workforce productivity can be attributed to the lack of basic skills
among current and more recent entry-level workers. A more critical perspec-
tive maintains that the chief cause of U.S. productivity decline is that the
workplace has reorganized and U.S. companies have failed to adequately
invest in the education and training of hourly workers in the same way they
have done with mid and upper level management.

The response to the crisis has been a clarion call to U.S. business and
industry to partner with labour, educational institutions, and community
based organizations to solve the crisis and “attack illiteracy”. The result has
been a deluge of “partnership” programs for job training, school-to-work,
and workplace literacy, as well as various other community based initiatives
that have attempted to link education and employment. Everyone agrees
about the importance of linking basic skills education to job training or work-
force preparation. But, too often, these programs are narrowly prescribed,
defining “literacy” in functional terms, teaching discrete skills and knowl-
edge, and preparing people for short-term jobs. In contrast, what is critically
needed are strategies that seek to strengthen communities so people have
broader choices about work, including jobs generated by self-initiated eco-
nomic development projects.
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Strategies That Work

The two case studies of ILGWU and CWEP are illustrative of a process
developed and implemented by the other participating organizations. This
process is best described as developing the basic educational skills of partic-
ipants in the context of encouraging people to reflect more critically on their
own relationship to work. Each program sought alternative ways of devel-
oping strategies related to production, organization, education and
communication appropriate to the culture and context of the populations
they serve. As a result, organizations began to:

*  Develop strategies for job creation through participation in non traditional basic
skills education and training programs that shape the workplace to meet their edu-
cational and employment needs;

*  provide support for specific populations of need — women who are single heads
of households and on public assistance, people with disabilities, at risk youth, immi-
grant workers, and people from culturally diverse backgrounds seeking
employment in the U.S;

* empower learners to speak up for their rights, develop self-esteem, realize their
potential for self-employment, acquire leadership and life skills that are transfer-
able in the workplace and in their communities;

¢ involve participants in a participatory action process of researching employment
training and education systems that seek to provide alternative options for creating
their own jobs and gaining economic independence through self-employment, coop-
erative ventures or alternative income-generating projects;

*  engage learners in a process of critical pedagogy based on principles of collaborative
learning and participatory education, while developing a critical consciousness
that encourages participants to reflect on the nature of the global economy, the orga-
nization of the workplace in their community, and the need for greater access to long
term training and education;

*  create models for linking literacy and basic skills needs in an industrialized society
to capacity building strategies in marginalized communities undeserved by tradi-
tional education efforts; and

e discover creative ways to develop new knowledge and skills that enhanced the
capacity of community based organizations and communities to create new alter-
natives in dealing with the crisis of work and employment.

BARRIERS

Community based organizations that participated in this study were lim-
ited in their ability to affect any major socio-economic changes in their local
labour markets. Some organizations are engaged in small income-generat-
ing enterprises that are part of a larger community based economic
development strategy. For example, at CWEDP, participants conducted
research on their own employment training and welfare experiences and the
local labour market, and decided to form their own computer program coop-
eratives as a means of creating some form of economic alternative. Conflicts
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and difficulties often exist in situations such as this, as local people are forced
to deal with the realities of the labour market and the conflicting values
sometimes present within community based organizations. New patterns of
work need to be created in order to confront the difficulties in competing
within a capitalist economy. On the whole, participants involved in these pro-
grams are not yet at the stage of being able to create their own jobs.

Working people are often forced to leave the community in search of
viable alternatives for income generation. In the same way, people living on
the edge of poverty are forced to forsake longer term educational options in
order to accept short term, low wage employment. Conditions such as lack of
access to capital, gender and race discrimination, employment discrimina-
tion, and other obstacles continue to exist within the economy and labour
market that exclude marginalized groups from fully participating in job
creation and economic development efforts. The capacity of community
based organizations to support alternative efforts more fully depends on the
need for broader changes in the socio-economic structures of the society.

Despite these obstacles, the efforts of community based organizations
reflect a strong commitment to reaching those populations most in need and
to defending the rights of workers for a democratic workplace that respects
multiculturalism. Marginalized low-income groups will be in a stronger posi-
tion to secure their jobs and participate in developing a more democratic
workplace if they have engaged in a more critical investigation of their rela-
tionship to work prior to entering the labour market.

LESSONS LEARNED

The ACBE projects engaged participants in a wide range of diverse edu-
cational initiatives. Through participant action research, both youth and
adults became involved in a systematic process of creating the knowledge
base necessary for developing alternative strategies for responding to the cri-
sis of work. Participatory methodologies such as the student survey and a
reflection-action interview process have facilitated the collective creation of
new knowledge. With this newly acquired knowledge, participants have
gained the confidence needed to pursue action strategies in support of grass-
roots initiatives within their communities.

The ACBE project demonstrates that community based organizations can
play a leading role in removing some of the educational barriers that exclude
marginalized social groups from participating in socio-economic develop-
ment efforts. Community based organizations can facilitate the development
of critical thinking that leads people to take action at the local level to trans-
form their personal and collective situation regarding education and work.
But these efforts have not yet gone far enough. What is needed is a broader
social commitment to creating and sustaining alternative options that deal
with the critical issues of poverty in our communities. Options that develop
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from the bottom up rather than from the top down are needed to build local
capacity and strengthen local initiatives.

The current debate on welfare reform best illustrates the dilemma faced by
these programs. As states are given more control of welfare, growing num-
bers of women will no longer have the basic material support to participate
in programs such as those offered by CWEP. Mandates that welfare recipients
find employment in 90 days or lose their grant, mean that faced with a choice
of participating in a program like CWEP’s or taking a low paying job with
no benefits, many women may be forced to give up their opportunity to pur-
sue the type of education which in the long run gives them at least a fair
chance at economic independence. Now more than ever, community based
organizations need to be involved in developing viable alternatives.

Changes in our understanding of the culture and organization of work
have led to new initiatives and a more critical view of the kind of educa-
tional policies that are necessary to support these initiatives. However,
without the existence of a broader policy that keeps in place a safety net and
policies that support human needs — universal health care, affordable qual-
ity child care, housing and access to quality education — the possibilities for
grassroots participation in developing viable socio-economic alternatives
for low-income communities may be totally eclipsed.

While significant efforts have been made on the part of community based
organizations to change the nature of the workplace in their respective com-
munities, structures continue to exist within the economy and the labour
market that exclude marginalized social groups from participating in socio-
economic development efforts. Community based organizations have taken
important first steps toward building capacity, organizing and providing
opportunities that successfully link education and work, therefore enabling
people to participate in the process of determining their own futures.

QUESTIONS THAT REMAIN

As the debate continues in the field of literacy and work, there are key
questions that further research efforts must take into account. What ways can
research be conducted that will tie job creation to solving community prob-
lems, and at the same time engage community residents themselves in the
process? Meaningful participant action research strategies involve looking
at the experience of local communities and building on that experience.
People in community based programs need to be involved in helping shape
the research design, as a way of building the knowledge base of the field
and improving literacy education. A more in depth understanding of how
and why literacy practices vary according to context would help shape the
direction of a more authentic literacy education practice.

Community based organizations need to look at ways they come together
with organized labour, the business sector, academics and others to look at
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the “credentialing” of so many jobs and issues of “employability”, factors
that in some ways have kept poor people who lack formal education out of
the job market and away from jobs they could in fact do. How can universi-
ties forge partnerships with community based organizations to research local
labour markets from the point of view of residents — what knowledge, skills,
work experience do people have that could be utilized in creating alterna-
tive work possibilities?

Given that literacy is defined as a means to important social ends, national
policies relating to effective practice need to be based on a clearer determi-
nation of what is meant by “literacy”, and how literacy growth can more
effectively contribute to meeting human needs.
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ABOUT THE HUNGARIAN GYPSIES
(by Agnés Daroczi)

The Hungarian Gypsy community is in a critical situation today. In every
respect the community is extremely influenced by Hungary’s economic situ-
ation, concerning either the unemployment, social situation, education or the
changing values.

During the 1970s, 75 percent of the Gypsies were permanently employed'.
They tried to catch up with other groups, whose employment rate was close
to 90 per cent during the same period of time. By the beginning of the 1990s,
50 percent of Gypsies who were employed had lost their jobs. This figure
among the non-Gypsy population is 25 percent.

Educational backwardness, living far from the place of work, and similar
sociological aspects can only partially explain the significant divergence.
Prejudices again play a determinative factor in this process. The chance of
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getting employed as a Gypsy is much slimmer than that among the majority
population. Half of Gypsy unemployment cases can be attributed to dis-
crimination. One-third of the inequalities in income between employees with
the same qualification also reveals discrimination.

The unemployment rate among the Hungarian Gypsies is 48 percent,
while the nation-wide average can be put at 12-13 percent. Romas who had
lost their jobs a long time ago think that it is hopeless to find employment
again. Fifty-seven percent of Gypsies live under the poverty level, and one-
third of the able-bodied Gypsy population has no income at all.

Seventy percent of Roma youth finishes the Hungarian public elemen-
tary school obtaining basic education, but less than five percent is admitted
to the Hungarian industrial schools thereafter; and less than one percent con-
tinues his or her studies in grammar or specialised secondary schools.
Meanwhile, secondary education can be said to be common in today’s
Hungarian society (Ministry of Education Data, 1992/93).

While half of the country’s population lives in cities, 70 percent of Gypsies
live in rural areas. Thirty percent of these Romas live in small villages, with
no opportunity to work, and where the level of the infrastructure, health
care facilities and public transportation is underdeveloped. As Istvan
Kemeny put it about the Gypsies in 1971: “Not their mentality but their condi-
tions should be changed. However, the way of thinking that puts the blame on the
losers for their defeat should also be changed.”

The above-mentioned figures also describe the situation of Gypsies living
in Aranyosapati. That is why the work of the opera singer, music instructor
and educator Attila Bocs carries special importance.

A CONSTRUCTIVE PLAN FOR THE
GYPSY POPULATION

After 20 years of exile in Western-Europe I have returned to Hungary and
settled down in a small village named Aranyosapéti having a population of
2400 and located close to the Hungarian-Romanian-Ukrainian border. This
ancient Hungarian settlement was united from two separate villages called
Kopocsapati and Révaranyos. One third of the population of this united vil-
lage is of Gypsy origin. I have decided to establish a non-profit company
focusing on arts and health education, sacrificing my savings of 20 years.

In Aranyosapati, practically without any moral or financial support, I
started a five-room school of music, capable of admitting 76 children. I was
shocked to discover that even though the majority of students in the ele-
mentary school were Gypsy children, almost none of them enrolled in the
school of music, although playing music is elementary in the Gypsy way of
life. This shocking discovery and the social welfare of the village’s Gypsy
population aroused my interest in getting acquainted with their problems.
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For this reason, | have immediately put together a constructive plan which I
am trying to carry out step by step, practically without any financial or moral
support. The county and district authorities are watching my pursuit with
total indifference, the local municipality and the local school’s directorate
are following my work with the greatest repugnance, and on top of it all
they are doing everything within their power to block my efforts. The only
institution to give me maximum support was the Hungarian Television edi-
tors of the Gypsy Magazine, who were also covering my various activities
in their programs?.

The characteristics of this village’s Gypsy population are typical to all vil-
lages along the Ukrainian border in the county of Szabolcs-Szatmar-Bereg
which is considered to be the most underdeveloped region of the country.
This, together with the fact that Hungary’s Gypsy population is represented
here in significant proportions, explains the reasons for the highest unem-
ployment ratio in the country. Seeing this shocking social and cultural state of
underdevelopment I have decided to initiate my pursuit of music in many
directions.

I realized that for different age groups a different theme had to be created
and carried out, but most importantly, where I see a need arising I am pro-
viding a quick-aid of used clothing along with food stuffs for the neediest.

THE PREPARATORY MUSIC COURSE FOR CHILDREN
OF KINDERGARTEN AGE

My 20 years of teaching music in Western-Europe made me realize that
intense instructions on musical instruments may be started even with chil-
dren of kindergarten age if it is preceded by a year long preparatory music
course. During this course the four to five- year old children in the kinder-
garten, in groups of 10-12, twice a week, are learning to read and write music
with the help of a music instructor’s show created by me. As a result of this,
after the conclusion of the preparatory course, they could begin learning the
instruments when beginning their first class or even simultaneously with
kindergarten.

I have implemented this instrumental music preparatory course in two of
Aranyosapati’s kindergartens where 80% of the children are of Gypsy ori-
gin. In the two weekly classes, held by myself and my associates, every five
minutes we conduct different activities, taking into consideration the results
of Russian pediatric psychology and music psychology research by Tyeplov,
according to which children of this age are very perceptive providing that
objectives are presented in short intervals. Furthermore, in contradiction with
the Hungarian Kodaly method for small children, instead of clear voice into-
nation the emphasis should be put on improving their sense of rthythm in
order to support their developing conceptual system. Every five minutes, the
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teacher conducting the class switches in the most playful ways between the
following activities: sound-formation in groups, reading and singing of tests,
and metrical tapping by touching figures on the test pages with a tapping
motion.

Following this, students colour a new test page while listening to music,
then do rhythm exercises, rhythm writing after hearing rhythmical plays,
rhythm-domino, and after this relative solmization singing based on hand
movements, music writing after hearing with geometrical shapes, followed
by playing with the solfeggio-domino. Then putting together a child’s play
combined with dance and finally drawing and painting of musical themes on
a given subject of a musical piece played several times before. This latter
together with other activities is meant to combine music and art education.
Based on my many years of experience, I can verify that when listening to
music, a colour experience identical with the keynote will arise in each per-
son listening to music including small children. The music motives will take
shape in the children’s drawing in definite geometrical forms, while in
orchestrating, the same will appear as a structural experience.

The two year old instrumental music preparatory course is well liked,
especially by the Gypsy children. Their rhythm and musical sense of hear-
ing is developing at a faster rate than the ethnic Hungarian children of the
same age; their sense of colour and form aroused by music confirms their
high level of musical experiences even at a very young age. They loosen up in
their body movements and in their singing, faster than ethnic Hungarian
children of similar age. Their rhythm and tune writing can be developed
quickly after hearing music, and the foundation of their music reading and
writing talent could be laid down easily. In my opinion, this is a great
achievement considering that a large number of Hungarian Gypsy musicians
are playing music by ear throughout their lives, because they did not have
the opportunity to learn the basics of music reading and writing.

I intended to introduce this music preparatory course in other villages and
towns in the vicinity, and it seems that all kindergartens in the city of Csenger
will adopt my education method. All the domino games, animation tools and
tests necessary for teaching are made. Therefore there is opportunity for the
introduction of this method on the national and international stage in a
broader range.

The essence of this kindergarten education is that the kindergarten teach-
ers and nannies at every possible time during the week, are practising with
the kids the little blocks in groups played in those two weekly classes. This
way, the kindergarten teachers, together with the music teacher, are able to
decide which musical instrument is most favourable for the musical improve-
ment of the child.

Since this preparatory course is practically free of charge, it does not
impose a heavy financial burden on the Gypsy parents, and the activities take
place within the frame of kindergarten activities. Now we have the chance
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to succeed in convincing an ever increasing number of Gypsy youngsters
who previously could not even dream about such opportunities, to begin
their education on musical instruments.

SPECIAL DAY-CARE CENTRE FOR KIDS
IN FIRST CLASS

For Gypsy children going on to their first class, I have organized a special
day-care centre. From my experience with the instrumental music prepara-
tory course, I will only be able to begin teaching Gypsy children on
instruments effectively, if they are continuing their studies in a special day-
care set up in the afternoons. After attending the mixed first class in our
day-care centre, the teachers in my employment finish the home work during
alternating activities with the Gypsy children every half hour. They are danc-
ing, drawing, receiving a half hour of flute lessons in groups, practising for
half an hour on the piano furnished especially for them, and once a week,
they participate in a 45 minute individual piano lesson.

With this special day-care centre the Gypsy children, besides finishing
their school work, are also getting an opportunity to improve their rhythm,
hearing, drawing and movement and at the same time, are being familiarized
with various basic hygiene. These include wearing slippers in the classroom,
washing their hands, cleaning their teeth, brushing their hair, eating at set
tables, taking care of the various valuable toys, appreciating their own school
material, using the lavatories, learning home decoration, preparing for the
holidays, (that is to celebrate Santa Claus Day, Easter, Christmas, Mother’s
Day and Birthdays) and also developing a collective spirit and learning valu-
able behaviour patterns.

The goal we would like to achieve with this special day-care centre is that
the Gypsy children finishing the preparatory course in kindergarten, begin
the learning process on two musical instruments in our day-care, and by this,
increase their ability to concentrate. With our training we have them catch up
with the ethnic Hungarian children. From the start of the second class they
will return to the school’s day-care centre, only coming back to our music
training to practice for the instrumental classes and for other activities pro-
vided for them. Therefore they will not lag behind.

In our experimental first year we wanted to get started with eight children.
The parents of the Gypsy children submitted a signed petition to the Ministry
of Culture and Public Education and also to the principal of the local school
to obtain permission for the day-care centre. The Ministry gave its blessing to
our enterprise and even gave us financial aid to acquire school materials,
but they were not able to give us any contribution for our expenditures for
the entire year. This day-care centre is absolutely free of charge, the children
are only paying a symbolic amount of the instrumental education.
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Because of this, I had no choice but to have my company finance the first
school year. The directorate and teachers of the local school were harassing
the parents, putting pressure on them not to let their children into the “Gypsy
ghetto”. During morning school hours, the teacher of the first class had
imposed the most humiliating situations on the Gypsy children attending our
day-care centre, not shying away even from physical abuse to deter them.

During the year, four of the eight children dropped out because the par-
ents and kids could not bear the humiliations any longer. Afather of one of
the children, under the influence of alcohol and through the instigation of the
woman teaching the first class, came to the day-care centre and beat up my
associate in front of the children. His sense of shame would not allow his
child to continue coming to us. The four children remaining to the end of
the year, gave testimony of outstanding musical and schooling knowledge,
but to no avail. The teacher of the first class gave them the worst grades,
although in the neighbouring town shegave an account of our accomplish-
ment with amazement. But the directorate of the school forced her to
under-evaluate the children attending our day-care centre.

INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC EDUCATION FOR
GYPSY CHILDREN

Only a few Gypsy children joined the instrumental education program of
our school of music, despite the fact that they were practically exempt from
school-fees.

In our practice rooms we provide them with practice opportunities.
Unfortunately there are only a few utilizing this because teachers of the local
school are under-grading the Gypsy children in such measures that they are
not only scared away from thinking about further education, but are pre-
vented by the teachers from studying music in their free time, with the
teachers citing their poor grades as a reason.

For those children who met the requirements and were allowed to study at
our school, besides the instrumental and practice sessions, we were provid-
ing solfeggio, choir, puppet and drawing-painting lessons. But during the
school year we had no choice but to give up these activities one by one
because the local principal had disciplined those teachers who dared to
undertake these activities in the form of a study circle.

At this time, we are trying to reestablish these methods of education by
having the services of teachers from the surrounding villages. We have also
plan to initiate guitar lessons and form a little dance band with Gypsy young-
sters, but we do not have the financial means to purchase the necessary
instruments.



A Holistic Education Project 151

FUND FOR THE IMPROVEMENT OF ARANYOSAPATI

In March 1992 I set up a fund myself under the name of “Foundation for
the Improvement of Aranyosapati” for the purposes of providing aid for the
cultural improvement of the village’s inhabitants, for the introduction of the
sophisticated biological elevated-bed cultivation method, and for the intro-
duction of the basics of reformative dietetics. The foundation’s board of
trustees would have liked to refurbish a neoclassic mansion located in the
village and in very poor condition, to serve as a centre for the above men-
tioned pursuits, since it was donated to the foundation by the municipality
by contract.

We were encouraged by the municipality to initiate our investments, then
in November 1993, we were told to leave because the building had been
returned to the former Count. The foundation is now engaged in litigation
against the municipality. The mayor had started legal actions against the
foundation because if the foundation would be shut down during the inquiry
proceedings, our right of legitimacy would cease to exist. All this despite the
fact that [ have invested a large sum of money in the foundation, and have
already started my biological gardening activities in the court-yard of the
mansion. I am compelled to hold my various lectures on my own property.
We also intended to organize various Gypsy courses and to provide a cultural
centre for the Gypsy population.

TRAINING OF THE AGE GROUP OVER 16

Within the Gypsy population numbering 800 in the village of
Aranyosapéti, because of the demographic wave in Hungary, there are many
youngsters between the ages of 16 and 22, and most of them have success-
fully finished the eight grades of elementary school.

In the vicinity’s institutes for vocational training it is hard to find young-
sters of Gypsy origin, but even if they were to finish these schools, they
would not find employment. For this reason, most of them stay home after
graduating from elementary school and pass time by working in the house-
hold farming or occasionally getting hired for daily work such as corn
snapping, apple or vine harvesting or goose feather plucking. In the sur-
rounding areas the pay for daily work, which lasts from sun-up to sun-down,
is an average HUF 600 a day without board (6 US dollars).

These youngsters are not registered anywhere as unemployed, no social
welfare network knows about them, and they are not receiving any kind of
aid whatsoever.

In the course of their school education they get the customary Hungarian
education but do not receive information about their native language, their
ancient past, their traditions and customs, or about their ancient crafts. The
older generations had provided for themselves through these crafts 30-40
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years ago, but now this knowledge is taken to the grave. In fact this old
knowledge and crafts are considered something to be ashamed of, and there-
fore they spend their days doing nothing.

For the Gypsy population of Aranyosapati and its vicinity, the only possi-
bility left is to be assimilated. In a sense they have already become poor
Hungarians because they have entirely forgotten their language and tradi-
tions. In order to consider integration, they would have to learn their native
language, their customs and traditions and relearn their ancient crafts and
activities such as basket weaving, hutch hollowing, lath-work, husk weaving,
horse trading, and fixing pots and pans, etc.

This generation between 16 and 22 years, with fashionable dressing habits
within their reach, with their scope of interest and because of what they
expect from life could hardly be considered gypsies anymore. The saying
goes for us too, that only the one who considers oneself a Gypsy is a real
Gypsy. Some better off Gypsy families are anxious to move out of Gypsy row.
They all but broke off contacts with their poorer relatives, and they belittle
and disparage them. They strive to become a part of the ethnic Hungarian cir-
cles and adopt the expected behaviour and character patterns.

At the same time, it is also true the other way around. Declassed ethnic
Hungarian individuals are welcomed in Gypsy circles and become like
Gypsies. Alcoholism is taking its toll in astounding proportions within the
ranks of the de-classed and within Gypsy families with several children, and
nobody is trying to help. The depraved, cast off and lonely ethnic Hungarians
and the Gypsy mothers and fathers, drinking heavily because of the lack of
their family’s well being, in one of the four pubs or in one of the many ille-
gal wine or booze shops in the village.

The other ruthless epidemic, mostly for the village’s Gypsy population is
smoking. Practically every Gypsy smokes, starting at the age of ten, perhaps
with the exception of some of the higher esteemed girls. The family
allowance, the seldom received social aid and the occasional income from
daily work is hardly enough to cover the cost of the family’s cigarette provi-
sions and the drinkers’ alcohol consumption. There is almost nothing left
for electricity, water and school lunches. They will not even consider their
cultural needs. No one from the Gypsy area had requested the natural gas
deployment program that had recently reached the village because of finan-
cial reasons.

For the men, the mandatory military service from the age of 20, imposed
dramatic effects on their personality because of the severe punishment they
receive for desertions and for their performance in the military usually leav-
ing its mark for life. They often resort to stealing and trading with stolen
goods compelled by their long standing misery. Of course the punishment for
these crimes is causing further moral crises for the Gypsies .

The apparent political changes of the 1990’s did not provide or propose
possibilities of any kind to the gypsies because they were hit the hardest by
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the transformation and collapse of the economy. This is because every priva-
tized establishment got rid of the gypsies first. Under the present situation,
10-15 people out of the 800 have a steady and registered job.

The economy turned for the worse for the village’s ethnic Hungarian pop-
ulation, dragging with it their relationship to the Gypsies . They blame the
unemployed Gypsies for their decline, even those who are trying to support
themselves by the various family allowances, social aids and the occasional
welfare money. The Gypsy families, because of hygienic reasons, their sex-
ual under-education and their strong family ties are much more populous
than the ethnic Hungarian families. While the average ethnic Hungarian fam-
ily is assumed to raise two children, the average Gypsy family has four,
although it is not rare to see ten children in a Gypsy family either.

The Geruda Reform Studio Ltd. has set its objective to initiate a vocational
training course for unemployed adult individuals combining its resources,
and also independently, with the Regional Employment Improvement and
Training Centre of Northern-Hungary. One of these intense, 800 hour training
programs takes five months, with 40 hours of training weekly.

This training course has the following advantages:

e  The youngsters stagnating at home will once again be associated with a collective

group.

. In addition to the different vocational training, they also receive generally useful

information.

¢ They will be registered in the nationwide unemployment registration and also in the
social network.

¢ During the training course, they receive HUF 8,000,00 (80 US dollars) a month as
education aid.

¢ The five month training allows for the following: at their incidental first place of
employment, the employer will receive, in case of 3-12 month employment, a 100%
wage assistance from the Labour Centre. In addition, those employers showing a
positive result during the months of wage assistance, will be able to apply for a
refund of 170% of the Social Security contribution paid in.

The Weaving Course

The first of our training courses of this type was focused on making woven
baskets and other woven goods of wicker. The number of people participat-
ing at the start was 28, and 18 of them have successfully finished the course.
Several excellent basket weaving craftsmen were alternating to teach stu-
dents the basics, taking them into the secrets of the trade at the same time.
Even with their first finished products it was easy to see their inherited man-
ual talent. They were struggling to finish the eight classes of the school, but
when weaving baskets, they surpassed that level by far.

During this course, they have not only made baskets and other house-
hold items in large numbers, but they also learned to make wicker furniture
and human-sized woven marionettes too. Furthermore, they learned the
techniques of growing, selecting, preparing, cleaning and slicing of withe.



154 ALPHA 96

The 18 graduated youngsters would immediately be qualified for estab-
lishing a woven furniture company if they could find an adequate supervisor
to organize production and increase their productivity. Naturally, the only
way to make it profitable would be to produce the withe themselves and
have someone else market it.

The local municipality belittled this training course. They did not see any
possibility for success and voiced this opinion several times in the press.
Actually, the opposite is true. Because of the catastrophic condition of the
European forests we should count on having a wood processing embargo
imposed in the very near future. Therefore, furniture and other decoratative
items made of wicker would enjoy a tremendous advantage and could only
be made manually. Because of these reasons, we believe the knowledge of
this craft will be sought after and well paid for within a very short time.

A Waste Processing Course

The basket weaving training course was held between November 1993
and April 1994. It was followed by the second 800 hour, five month training
course planned to be held between the months of May and October. This
second course will be executed by the Geruda Company alone. The company
has won the tender of the County Labour Centre to acquire the financing nec-
essary for the project. Those participating will enjoy the same benefits
mentioned above.

This training course, besides the general catching up program, will also
teach students about composting organic waste accumulated around the
house and garden, and building an elevated bed in the garden out of this
compost and other wastes. We also teach the preparation of dried and fresh
flower arrangements using meadow and other wild flowers, and the collect-
ing, drying and packing of various herbs. The students are also being
familiarized with the weaving and other uses of straw, bulrush and corn
husk.

The aim of this course is to teach the participants the following:

¢ How one can and must sustain life in a self-dependent way by utilizing various
disposable waste materials, and perhaps even make a living by it.

¢ How to develop an eye for the beauty of nature even in the most miserable way of
life, and to have this esthetic sense built in our home culture and during the catch-
ing-up lessons, by singing, by dancing, by instructing basic drawing and painting,
by making pictures out of seeds and by learning various meditation techniques to
make their miserable and boring everyday life more colourful.

In the previous group the gypsies participated in the second course after
finishing the first. From the eight who applied, once again we gave the
chance to four to become students in the second course too. In this course
we have included 100 hours of German language instruction, and with the
up-to-date results of structural language teaching, we hold daily practice
lessons to increase their vocabulary by five words each day. Their surprising
rate of improvement is living proof of the gypsies’ gift for languages.
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Throughout the catching-up course we are also teaching the fundamentals
of music. This filled the students with such enthusiasm that 12 of them
enrolled in guitar lessons at the beginning. We have given the group the
opportunity to gather for practice sessions as a choir outside of the course.

From the second month, the group — on their own accord — would like to
form a folk dance ensemble where they would rehearse and perform differ-
ent Hungarian and Gypsy folk plays and ballads with the woven marionettes
made during the previous course. The idea is that after finishing the course
with these activities, they could stay together in small collectives.

Despite the fact that there are several churches in our village, since it was
united from two villages and the ethnic Hungarian population is of Roman or
Greek Catholic or Presbyterian religion, the local priests and spiritual leaders
have absolutely no desire to include the gypsies into the religious activities.
Only the small Baptist congregation in our village has decided to embrace the
gypsies in their religious life and regardless of their Christianity, Gypsy youth
in ever increasing numbers are visiting this collective. We too are recom-
mending to our students to joint this Baptist community and the result of
their intensive efforts is already perceptible.

Following the completion of these two courses, we have become
acquainted with 45 elementary school graduate Gypsy youngsters from our
village over the age of 16, who have never had a job and have not been reg-
istered as unemployed either. But as we have noticed, there are at least 150
unregistered unemployed gypsies living on Gypsy row today.

The situation is similar in all villages of this region within the Gypsy pop-
ulation. The obvious consequence of this is that the unemployment statistics
in our county are absolutely false. The young people attending our courses
have shown such delight in other people’s company that every day, after the
classes are over they have no inclination to go home and they would all but
demand these organized collective activities for Saturdays and Sundays too.
Therefore together we have decided that in addition to the choir and folk
dance activities, they could also participate in the guitar lessons about to be
started. Furthermore, from their request, we have fixed up a body-building
room where in addition to the students, other Gypsy youngsters are allowed
to train as well.

Naturally, we would welcome ethnic Hungarians too. At the request of the
students, outside of the course’s classes we are going to start up a preliminary
high-school course, because several have already started attending high-
school in one of the neighbouring cities. But because of the insufficient
education they had received in our village, they dropped out after the first
half year. Therefore, we are planning to hold preliminary classes of biology,
chemistry, mathematics and physics for those wishing to attend. Naturally
ethnic Hungarians may also attend these classes.
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A Broom Making Course

After the waste processing course to be finished in October, we have
already won the tender for a household and industrial broom-making course,
by which we could provide for another 20-25 youngsters from our village to
learn the trade in a 500 hour intensive course.

Because the broomcorn in Hungary is very expensive and also very scarce,
in the spring we planted broomcorn seeds over an area of two hectares,
enabling us to teach the harvesting, storage and processing methods of the
broomcorn throughout the course to be started in October. It is also the objec-
tive of the course to separate and package the seeds that are found on the
broomcorn and to market it as bird-feed.

Since our course is being conducted during winter time and the only alter-
native we have to heat the premises is by oil-burning heaters — due to the
fact that we do not have the financial means to have natural gas installed
and we are unable to get financial help from any place so that we may pur-
chase less expensive heating fuel —- we have no choice but to buy heating oil
tor HUF 62.00 per litre, whereas other public institutions are able to buy this
very same heating oil for HUF 40.00 per litre.

Giving Assistance for the Adults with the
Elevated-Bed Growing Method

My studies in Western Europe in the field of reformative dietetics and of
different biological growing methods have prompted me to pass on this
knowledge to the village’s Gypsy population. This growing method has saved
the People’s Republic of China from starvation. Such a garden bed, built of
various household and garden organic wastes over an area of 3x8 metres, is
capable of yielding crop three times a year, provided it is watered sufficiently,
and therefore provides the entire vegetable supply for a family of six.

Gypsies with small parcels have tried to request land in the vicinity, but
to no avail, practically nobody got any, thus for the future decades their only
possibility to survive is limited to their small garden of a few square metres.
On this few square metres, they will have to learn to provide for their family’s
needs with high quality vegetables. The essence of this gardening method is
that the accumulated organic wastes, considered garbage and overflowing
the Gypsy settlements, with expertise, would now have to be laid on the soil
in different layers, thus providing crop for eight to ten years. And an added
benefit is that it will have to be built only once.

Because of the natural gas pipes under installation in the surrounding
areas, a lot of organic waste that was used for heating purposes, will become
available. This is an excellent material to build elevated-beds. If we are able
to get the materials built from an adequately clean source, and if during the
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growing procedure we refrain from using any chemical substances, then we
may consider this growing method as a biological one because the use of arti-
ficial fertilizers is unnecessary.

The students of our waste processing course have learned how to build
these beds and have planted them with mixed produce. Now, in small
groups, they have taken the task of hauling the waste over, building and
planting the elevated beds, anywhere the space requirements are given and is
requested or allowed by a Gypsy family.

The elevated bed, besides its high moisture demand, will only function
well if we teach them which plants may be planted next to each other, in what
distance and also which part is most desirable for certain plants. The neigh-
bouring village’s Gypsy population have also taken notice of our activities.
Thus we were given the opportunity, by the Agricultural Vocational Training
Institute of Baktaléranthdza, to build two of these elevated beds in their gar-
den, and to introduce this growing method to experts from different parts of
the country.

Because there are only a limited number of Gypsy students in attendance
in the agricultural trade schools, they would only be able to obtain modern
agricultural and horticultural knowledge in various trade courses, that is if
we want to change over to independent agricultural activities from their
present inactive and unemployed lives. The other important factor is the
wide-spread introduction of a healthier diet to the Gypsy population based
on their own produce. The present, rather expensive meat- centred and veg-
etable and salad-lacking Gypsy diet, is the leading cause of diseases of the
vascular, skeletal and nervous system even at a young age. Metabolic dis-
turbances resulting from an unhealthy diet could be noticed even in the
younger generations, which may also be enhanced because of poor medical
care. The situation of their medical care leaves much to be desired because of:
the knowledge of their ancient medicine, the undesirable herb culture, curing
with questionable materials, and the use of medicines made of animal prod-
ucts considered to be quackery, and the treatment of the ill Gypsy at village
doctors is treated as an unwanted phenomenon.

Throughout our courses we encourage the students to gather up that old
Gypsy medical knowledge from the world of traditions of those still living,
and turn their attention towards the rightness and the usefulness of those
medicines. This is how we try to encourage them to become self-dependent
in this area.

Their protein rich diet, which is not typical of the closely related people
living in India, or for the gypsies living in Hungary, is only an adopted way
of diet, and is very damaging and expensive.They feel they have no choice
but to steal poultry, to fish illegally and to kill game from an ever decreasing
stock, without permit in the neighbouring forests. Through these activities
they are always in violation of the law. The livestock keeping started by var-
ious state subsidies and the allowances received for hog and cattle does not
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represent any real help because they are not able to provide the conditions
feed, and veterinary care necessary for those animals, and/or they are forced
to eat them because of starvation.

The troublesome public health conditions of the gypsies could only be
improved by a purposeful dietetics reform. Therefore, in our courses, we are
trying to turn their attention towards the importance of a healthy diet with
lectures and our published periodicals. The one-sidedness of their diet is not
only the result of their poverty, but also of their limited knowledge. Medicine
is not the only thing provided by nature, throughout thousands of years
many things from nature were utilized as basic food stuff. The civilized
world rejects all that. Unfortunately the gypsies have also forgotten this
knowledge, though to utilize it would be great help in reestablishing a
healthy way of life, and a free lifestyle.

AN ALCOHOL AND NICOTINE
REHABILITATION CENTRE

Our objective is to establish an alcohol and nicotine rehabilitation centre
for 10-15 people in the empty lakeshore farm located about two kilometres
from our village, provided we get some support from the authorities, and the
guidance of psychotherapy experts and trained assistants. We would offer
treatment for alcoholics and compulsive smokers from our village and also to
those from neighbouring towns, who wish to get rid of this painful epidemic
either for their own good or upon the request of family. During this half year
occupational therapy, under the guidance of the experts of communal life, the
conditions are given for recovery by different types of activities such as gar-
dening, fruit grove, reed, sedge, mushroom, wild plants, empty sheep-folds.
Hopefully the extraordinary natural environment along with the help of ther-
apeutic experts bringing the results desired.

We also have to face the increasing fact that children of Gypsy families
can not and do not want to support their aging parents. These lonely old peo-
ple isolate themselves, and because of their malnourishment and their
nervous disorders even at minimal alcohol consumption — they can hardly
afford that even — they give the impression of a miserable alcoholic. The next
big assignment would be to get these old people to a social home.

Smoking that usually starts at a very young age can reach the quantity of
60-70 a day in some gypsies: They could only satisfy this need with goods of
poor quality — filled with radioactive and chemical remains — that is avail-
able in different markets of smuggled goods, mostly from the Ukraine. They
can only afford to buy these contaminated cigarettes, which in the following
years could lead to shocking health conditions. Not to mention the nicotine
dependency that follows their lives from childhood, and the vascular and res-
piratory problems caused by smoking cigarettes. We will attempt to free our
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patients in this rehabilitation centre from all these stimulants by various med-
itative self-control methods and to give them the knowledge that besides
living in a material and consumer society, other human goals and possibilities
can come into view.

POST-SCRIPT

Taking the situation, namely the unemployment and the handicratt tradi-
tions of the Gypsies into account, Attila Bocs formulated a new adaptable
way of thinking and organising courses, which aim to prepare participants to
manage their life successfully. In the beginning he received assistance from
the County Labour Centre, and he managed to provide retraining aid to the
participants, creating the opportunity for them to study full-time with safe
subsistence for two semesters. Inspired by the success, twelve pupils regis-
tered at the correspondence department of the grammar school determined
to work as assistant teachers after their graduation. There is a great need for
them since they would be able to improve the condition of the under-edu-
cated Gypsies and their personal example would impress the Roma youth.

Attila Bocs also launched a school of music in Aranyosapéati, where 48 out
of the 82 pupils are Gypsy children. Most of them learn to play on two instru-
ments without being charged for the education. What is more, they are even
provided with school equipment and practice opportunities.

Nevertheless, the whole initiative has stalled since March, 1995, though
the ones who completed the courses have the proper professional knowl-
edge. The majority passed exams with excellent results and are now capable
of doing everything independently. But to begin an enterprise capital is
needed, and they hardly have enough money to make ends meet. To begin
their own business they should also have promotion skills and knowledge
since there is no solvent demand for their goods nearby.

The latest restrictive measures of the government, the lack of support from
small businesses, and the suspension of the retraining aids “torpedoed” the
continuation of the courses. Five of the 12 pupils have already dropped out of
the grammar school and only six of the 24 course participants are present reg-
ularly during the classes. They do day-work for their living since their village
needs no craftsmen but rather cheap day-labours (such as woodcutters, peo-
ple who prune, dig and sow).

As Attila Bocs bitterly admits:

¢ As a fanatic educational I had known that my work would not go smoothly, but I
had never thought it would end in such a large-scale indifference and disinterest.

¢ The young participants of our courses and those studying in the music and sec-
ondary school perceive less national disinterest, than the malice characterising the
self-government of our village. For example, there had been a public pump in front
of the school of music. They turned that off first in the village. We only have latrines
and therefore our pupils are unable to drink water, to wash their hands or to keep
the necessary minimal hygienic requirements.
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¢ Although The County Pedagogical Institute and the County Labour Centre help
wherever they can, they do not believe in our efforts since it is already March and the
Ministry of Labour has not authorised the launching of new retraining courses this
year. Thus, our whole programme is in danger of falling, because there is no organ
that would finance our retraining courses. Some of the secondary school pupils
would be willing to move into dormitories but there are no such facilities in the
county.

¢ Any results or solutions to the problems could only be achieved by a thorough, com-
plex and long-term plan and consistent work. The subsidies given to the village for
the Gypsies should be spent on supporting Romas themselves. The village should
not build two mortuaries and a luxurious school with gymnasium, while the Gypsy
children hardly complete the eight-class elementary school. Neither should they
build a marvellous palace for the physician, but rather they should provide drink-
ing-water, bathing and washing facilities.

*  Theroad conditions in the Gypsy populated areas should also be improved, and
educational reforms that do not make the Gypsies feel like outcasts in their own
village school should be introduced. The present conditions of the Gypsies as well as
the general Hungarian situation demonstrate the shocking deficiencies of the last
decades. Provision for bread, tools, means of transportation and safety are not
enough, because they only mean satisfying the most essential needs of human life.
It 1s indispensable, but not sufficient. The existence worthy of man assumes spiritual
enlightenment, since this belongs to the human being.

Notes

1. Istvan Kemény, Gdbor Havas & Gédbor Kertesi. The condition of the Hungarian
Gypsies. 1994.

2. We are able to furnish, together with the associates of Hungarian Television’s Gypsy
Magazine program, approximately one hour video material to those interested.

Address:  Attila Bocs, Reform Studio KFT
Kossuth L u. 78, 4634 Aranyosapati,
Hungary



Chapter Nine

A WAY OUT OF THE CRISIS
OF WORK: COMMUNITY
SELF-EDUCATION

Adela Luminita Rogojinaru
Institute of Educational Science
Bucharest, Romania

CONTEXT: FROM HOMOGENEITY TO DIFFERENCE

The text which follows is the result neither of a survey nor of a case study.
It is a fundamental criticism of non-empirical validity about social energies in
conflict, the dynamic force of which may be a pointer to some of the mecha-
nisms of the overall crisis of work.

It is generally believed that the concept of post-modernism may present a
sufficiently coherent view to express the shifting and spreading reality of
the end of our century. However, contrary to this generalization, post-mod-
ernism is always tied to particular contexts. The crisis of modernity itself
takes different forms, although it is evident that it has developed out of
defensive and contradictory paradigms.

Although we may agree about the basic significance, particular meanings
arise as soon as we compare truly post-industrial societies whose modernity is
discussed in terms of “crisis” with post-totalitarian societies, where the crisis
arises from a “betrayal” of an artificial modernity, a crisis best expressed as an
ideological “leap” of modernity.

161
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By way of example, let us consider mass culture. In Romania, we could
talk of mass culture without making any particular reference to information
technology. Basically, during times of totalitarianism, the mass always
expressed itself as an obedient crowd.

So, in developed societies, post-modernism brings into the open a crisis
of scientific truth, an epistemological discontinuity, while in developing post-
totalitarian societies, the post-modern crisis emerges from the depth of
“moralities”, personal values that are called into question, and a sense of social
well-being. We are then speaking of liberty and its ethical foundations.

The (post-totalitarian) resurgence of individual wrongful behaviour and
the current rejection of life — widespread after the collapse of social aware-
ness in 1989-1990 — stands in sharp contrast to the time when the unification
of social groups and the homogeneity of values attempted to assimilate per-
sonal choices into (pseudo-)collective choices. Let us stress, for the moment, the
distinction between what is common to a community or is cooperative, and col-
lectivism or communism. We shall track both of these down.

On the one hand, there were the values which form part of democratic cul-
tures, but were here compromised by communist slogans. In a random order,
which is not exhaustive, these were:

e activism, self-management, equality of opportunity, lifelong education, mobility of

the labour force, and the advancement of women and the young. On the other hand,
there were values exclusive to totalitarian power:

* the undeniable revolutionary truth, the single party of the united working class,
the exceptional nature of those elected, the homogeneity of aspirations and social
values, the ideal of the “new man”, and the socialist society that had been developed
on all fronts.

Although the latter belong to history, their effect still undermines the sys-
tem, threatening any attempt at radical change.

In this context, the concept of literacy or basic education implies more than
functional knowledge; it can establish a new “educology” whose logos gives
rise to a community ethos. While rejecting the sterility of annihilating collec-
tivism, a moral resurrection of group life appears to be vital to any social or
economic reform.

So that we do not forget the frustrations of the people, we have to restore
and constantly foster, without becoming demagogic, the right to be different as
a right to freedom. It should be added that in the case of Romanian democ-
racy, the political opposition between consensus and difference in the interests
of power was so strong that it reinforced the negative connotations of “dif-
ference” as an instrument of social destabilization.

We shall not go into the various aspects of the current social crisis. It is
enough to stress the perspective of radical change, which is needed to give
new validity to the relationship between sameness and difference, and the prob-
lem of effectively involving the person (in Latin “persona” means both
person and role).
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Having set out this contextual premise, we shall now explain the paths
open to this alternative approach, with a view to reconstructing values (see
the table at end of chapter)

*  to generalize dialogue in order to impose idiosyncrasy on a system still ravaged by
totalitarian symptoms, the alternative as opposed to the uniform;

¢ to shake the power of an amoral restoration in order to encourage change in social
situations regarded as “disadvantaged”, the marginal as opposed to the central;

* to confront the labyrinth of uncertain transition in order to stimulate conscious reso-
lutions, — the elective as opposed to the prescribed;

*  to steer clear of a new centralization of the market in order to encourage economic
responsibility, the innovative, the marginal, the elective and the alternative thus
become the dominant features of the self-formation of groups which gives greater
attention to individual traumatisms than to global compensation, and greater regard
to the confirmation of the persona as opposed to trans-personal ideological power.

THE PRELIMINARIES OF THE PROJECT:
A PERI-CURRICULUM

The story begins with what happened in an institutional project to give
professional training to teachers and trainers which predates the Institute of
Educational Science. We can even speak of secondary premises, given that
the project was constructed out of the peripheral effects of the initial train-
ing already received. It was more a case of de-constructing the key units of
the initial approach so as to develop flexibility and to better serve the struc-
tural mobility of the various educational communities.

The first experiment was a piece of participatory research, begun in 1992,
on how teachers generated and trained themselves in basic professional
skills." From September to December 1993, a pilot training experiment was
addressed to teachers in marginal school settings, with particular attention
being given to relationships between heterogeneous groups and to attitude
change in the new interrelationship between education and careers.?

The following experiment, designed on the basis of the results of the pilot
programme, took the project into the areas of community life difficult to
influence from within a school: the comings and goings of the city surround-
ings. The aspect of training in the most important skills remained, but with
the addition of the question of the values by which work activities were
encouraged, a question which went beyond solutions available in the school
curriculum and were marginal to the planning of teaching.

What we had seen as a problem exclusive to providing qualifications to
young people preparing for manual work proved to be a veritable social
project on the skills of being and of living of certain groups and communities,
which may be classified as periods of transition.®

The crisis affected not only the loss of skilled workers but also the (ideo-
logical, economic and cultural) dissolution of the symbolic legitimacy of
groups and occupations.
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The problem, such as the pressure of commuting and the migration of the
labour force, was not a recent phenomenon. Sociological studies on
urban/rural movement had long shown particular interest in the “spread of
urbanism”, which tends to wipe out the differences between town and vil-
lage.* What was new was the symptoms of a new social perception among
the various groups which could not be understood in terms of previous
criteria.

Generally, a course of guidance which follows the criteria of training is
given the (Latin) name curriculum, which carries the meaning of “a course”
but also “a race”. Perhaps we were thinking more of building a state of mind
— broug