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Introduction

This handbook is the result of a five-year study of adult literacy education
in the United States entitled “The Literacy Practices of Adult Learners
Study,” which we will refer to by its acronym, LPALS. It is one of many
research projects conducted by the National Center for the Study of Adult
Learning and Literacy (NCSALL), a joint effort of World Education, the
Harvard Graduate School of Education, Portland State University, Rutgers
University, and the Center for Literacy Studies at The University of
Tennessee. The LPALS focused on one of NCSALL’s research priorities:
the nature and impact of classroom practice in adult basic education. This
introduction describes our research, presents key findings, and provides

an overview of the goals and structure of this handbook.

0 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

When we began our work, we believed that adult literacy education should
help students master new types of texts, engage in new literacy practices
(uses of reading and writing), and increase the frequency with which they
engage in pre-existing practices. Unlike many in the field, we also believe
that individual and programmatic success should be measured by how

much students use what they learn in literacy education in their lives
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outside of school rather than relying upon standardized tests. We feel that
teachers benefit by asking questions such as: Are my students reading new
kinds of materials? Are they reading more often? Are they writing in new ways? In
short, we believe that students’ growth in literacy can be best seen in their
use of literacy outside of the class itself.

This measure of success — positive change in the types or frequencies
of literacy practices engaged in outside of school — has repercussions
that extend beyond the adult student’s own learning and into that of the
student’s family. Research on young children’s literacy development has
shown that a relationship exists between the type and frequency of literacy
activities that children are exposed to within the home and family
environment and their later abilities to learn to read and write in school
(Beals, DeTemple & Dickinson, 1994; Purcell-Gates, 1996; Snow, 1993;
Taylor, 1983). A literacy class that facilitates increases in reading and
writing in the home not only benefits adult students but also the children
of adult students, many of whom exhibit problems learning to read and
write in school.

Our research into classroom practice focused on two different aspects
of adult literacy instruction. The first was the nature of classroom activities
and materials, and the second was the degree to which classes were
collaborations between teachers and students. We chose these because,
while very little empirical research exists on the outcomes of different
types of adult literacy instruction (Wagner & Venezky, 1995), the
prevailing belief among academics and adult literacy program and policy
leaders is that instruction which (a) uses authentic, or real life, literacy
activities and materials (Auerbach, 1992; Fingeret, 1991; Lytle, 1994; Stein,
2000) and (b) is collaborative, dialogic, and responsive to the lives of
learners (Auerbach, 1992; Freire, 1993; Horton in Glen, 1996; Purcell-
Gates & Waterman, 2000) is best for adult learners.

Adult educators who assert that it is important to use activities and
materials that are drawn from the learners’ lives outside of school, which
we will refer to as authentic, or learner contextualized, believe that using real
life texts for real life purposes provides students with an education that is

meaningful and responds better to their individual needs. Educators who
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take this approach believe that authentic texts do not have to be kept aside
until students reach a certain level of proficiency. Authentic texts should
not be limited to more advanced students, as they can play a vital role in
the education of students with less literacy experience. This view contrasts
with the reality of many classrooms, where teachers rely almost entirely on
textbooks and workbook series. These texts often have no material that is
relevant to the students’ lives outside of school, so we will refer to them as

school-only, or decontextualized.

U RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Ample anecdotal evidence lent credence to a belief in the value of using
authentic materials. No large-scale study had ever been done, however,

to provide empirical evidence about the possible benefits of classes that
use authentic materials and activities, rather than materials and activities
designed to be used only in school. Our first research question, therefore,
was: Does instruction that relies upon authentic materials and activities make a
difference in how much students are able to transfer reading and writing skills and
strategies from their classrooms to their out-of-school lives?

The second aspect of classroom instruction that interested us was the
degree to which students and teachers collaborate in the classroom. We
believe, as do many others in the field, that it is important for teachers
to work together with students, and that students must be equal partners
in their own education. This means that students help make decisions
about class content and activities, that students are involved in providing
programs with some direction, and that students have a voice in how their
work is assessed. As with the use of authentic materials and activities, no
large-scale studies provided evidence that this approach has a positive
impact on students’ use of literacy outside of school. Our second research
question was: Does collaborative classroom instruction make a difference in how
much students are able to transfer reading and writing skills and strategies from
their classrooms to their out-of-school lives?

Authentic and collaborative practices are often associated with critical

or liberatory adult pedagogy. They are central aspects of the pedagogy of
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Paulo Freire and others like him who attempt to connect issues of social
justice and social change to the adult education classroom. Educators in
this tradition see education itself as highly political in nature. While all
the researchers involved in the study believe, in varying degrees, in such
an approach, the critical or liberatory aspects of classroom practice were
not the focus of the study. We suggest that it is possible to use authentic
materials and to engage in classroom practices that are collaborative
without framing one’s work as liberatory or critical. Those interested in
learning more about critical pedagogy should refer to the suggested

readings in the appendix.

0 METHODOLOGY
To capture the impact of authentic and collaborative practice on students’
lives outside of school, we collected and analyzed data from both inside
and outside of school. We began by gathering data about our student
participants’ classes. For each class, we collected teacher input via
questionnaires, student input from interviews, and also arranged for an
observation of the class by a researcher. Research assistants visited students
in their homes to administer extensive questionnaires about past and
present literacy practices and about change in types or frequencies of
those literacy practices. Questionnaires were completed in the students’
homes so students could actually show the data collector examples of
what they were reading and writing. Holding the interviews away from
the students’ program sites also, we believe, removed some of the pressure
students might feel to make their teacher or program look good.
Due to the level of detail (50 items), each questionnaire took about an
hour and a half to complete. Students who participated completed a
questionnaire every three months, for up to a year. We also conducted
additional open-ended interviews with 14 of the students as a follow-up
to the questionnaires.

We chose a broad range of adult education settings, including adult
basic education (ABE), pre-GED, family literacy programs, and programs
for students who were learning English (ESOL). We included both whole
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class and tutor-learner formats. We targeted students who were working

on basic reading and writing skills within these programs. We did not work
with ESOL classes that consisted of students who were already literate in
their native language and who were focusing on their oral English skills.
We were interested in students who were developing new literacy skills,
not students who were switching the language in which they used literacy.
By the end of the study, a total of 173 students had participated, from

83 adult literacy classes in 22 states.

[0 RESULTS

Our analysis of the data confirmed our first hypothesis: Students who
participate in classes that include authentic, or learner-contextualized,
materials and activities are more likely to say they had started new literacy
practices or had increased the amount of time spent engaging in literacy
activities outside of school. This was true even when we controlled for

(or accounted for) students’ literacy levels and the amount of time they
had been attending class.

Looking closely at the questionnaire and interview data, many of the
students in the LPALS reported that they began, increased the frequency
of, or stopped specific reading and writing practices when their lives
changed in some way. These life changes brought with them different
types of texts, different purposes and requirements for reading and
writing, and different inclinations to read and write. New mothers began
writing to family members for the first time. Immigrants found new
types of texts available for reading in their new country. When children
began school, parents began receiving letters and directions from school
authorities, many of which required written responses. New jobs meant
having to learn how to read and write different types of materials,
including, for example, bus or train schedules. Moving away from home
meant reading and paying bills for the first time. Literacy practices (actual
reading and writing in life) are always interwoven with peoples’ lives and
the ways in which they are lived. Classes that were sensitive to the changing

nature of students’ lives outside school were seen as doing a better job
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supporting students in their learning of new uses for reading and writing.
With these findings, we are able for the first time to give weight to the
beliefs of many adult educators: Bringing the lives, needs, and interests of
the students into the classroom is an integral part of best practice.

The analysis did not find a similar relationship between classes that
were characterized as collaborative and changes in athome uses of
literacy. This is not to say that such a relationship does not exist: perhaps
the methodology of our study was unable to document it. We hope
that other researchers will look at this issue in the future. It may be
that a questionnaire format cannot capture what is important about the
collaborative process, and that what is needed is a more ethnographic

study of this issue.

00 THIS TEACHER HANDBOOK

We see this book as a starting place for adult education teachers interested
in changing their instructional practice, particularly as it relates to their
learners’ lives. This book will also be helpful to program administrators
who are interested in leading change their programs or who wish to know
more about contextualized instruction in order to support teachers who
are trying to implement it. Readers will benefit most from this book if they
are willing to be reflective about their own practice and explore new ways
in which to structure curricula. Each of the chapters has a few discussion
questions, and some exercises to be completed. We suggest taking enough
time to think about the questions, possibly by keeping a reading journal.
It may also be helpful to read this together with colleagues as part of a
study group.

While many excellent resources for adult educators encourage the use
of authentic materials and activities in classrooms and provide detailed
examples of how to create or modify activities to better reflect the lives of
learners, this book is fundamentally different. It is based on the results of
a nationwide study of adult education programs and the literacy practices
of students enrolled in them. We draw on what teachers and students had

to say about the 83 classrooms that were involved in our study, and from
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comments made outside the classroom by the 173 students who partic-
ipated. We also conducted follow up interviews and class observations
with seven teachers whose classrooms were recognized for their use of
authentic materials and activities. We provide both concrete descriptions
of what works and information and insight into how specific teachers
make it work. By providing illustrative examples from real classrooms as
well as feedback from the teachers in those classrooms, we bring to life
the processes that teachers have gone through to modify their classroom
practice to be more learner-contextualized. We share the steps these
teachers went through to create contextualized learning environments

for their students, what has worked especially well for them, and what has

not worked as well or at all. We share the struggles as well as the successes.

By doing this, we attempt to troubleshoot the potential barriers others

may face in modifying or changing their practice.

Not a Recipe Book
This book provides guidance in moving toward contextualized literacy
instruction, but it is not a recipe book. Each classroom is different: we
can only give examples of contextualized classroom practice and provide
suggestions. Teachers must adapt the suggestions found in this book to
most suitably meet the needs of their own classes. We do not provide
reproducible lesson plans or worksheets. This book asks teachers to think
about their own practice and to consider what might work best for them.
This book is appropriate for practitioners in adult basic education
(ABE), adult literacy, family literacy and English for speakers of other
languages (ESOL). We recognize that issues with ESOL students are
unique within adult education, so we attempt, throughout the book,

to provide examples that address these specific needs

What to Expect From the Rest of the Book
In Chapter One, we provide a background of existing theory on
contextualized instruction. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a

theoretical understanding of the practices we are promoting in this book.
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Chapter Two addresses getting to know students and their contexts
outside of school. In this chapter, teachers from the LPALS who exemplify
the approach we are promoting share the processes they use to get to
know their students. Based on their experiences, we provide guidelines
for beginning relationships with students, building those relationships,
and initiating discussions and activities that help determine the literacy
practices that are most relevant to the learners.

Chapter Three is designed to enable teachers to begin to create
materials and activities that are relevant to their students. We provide
a generalized guide to help readers create their own materials and
activities. We also talk specifically about creating materials that meet
the skill needs of students within a relevant context.

While we provide information and ideas about authentic classroom
reading and writing practices, we do not consider this book to be an
exhaustive source of information. For example, while we suggest using
journal writing in the classroom, we do not, however, provide a compre-
hensive description of how to use journals. Entire books have been written
about such instructional practices, and we strongly suggest looking to
other resources to expand on the ideas contained in this book.

Chapter Four provides more examples of the kind of materials and
activities that can be termed authentic. This is done by describing two
themed activities that can organize classes for weeks at a time. We also
present possible follow up activities for each theme.

In Chapter Five, we address the issue of assessment, with the aim of
helping teachers answer the following questions: What is assessment for?
What tools are best for assessing students and for assessing programs?
How does contextualized instruction fit with standardized assessment?
Can curriculum be contextualized when one or more assessment
measures are not?

We conclude in Chapter Six and provide additional information in the
appendices. They include a suggested reading list on related topics, and a

webliography with the names and URL:s for relevant web sites.

xii 0 Creating Authentic Materials and Activities for the Adult Literacy Classroom



CHAPTER ONE

Using and Learning Literacy
in Context

“I know highway signs, I know the regular road signs. I know what
it means. I know bridge signs that say how many feet youve got to
go under it. I didn’t know that before.”

—Student participant in the LPALS

The LPALS looked at possible relationships between the use of authentic
materials and activities in the classroom and changes in students’ at-home
literacy practices. Support for the use of authentic materials can be found
in social and cultural theory about literacy, in developmental theories and
research, and in pedagogical theory and practice. As a

research team, we drew on these resources to understand Discussion Questions

what constitutes authentic materials and activities and what

the importance of those materials and activities might be. How would you define

authentic materials?
O

Do you use authentic

In this chapter, we address each of these strands of
thought. First, however, we explain what we mean when we

use the word authentic.
materials in your class now?

If so, what do you use?

U DEFINING AUTHENTIC

What do we mean by authentic, or learner-contextualized, materials and
activities? We mean print materials used in ways that they would be used in
the lives of learners outside of their adult education classes. For example,
if students are very concerned about a city decision to build a waste

treatment facility in their neighborhood, their teacher might decide to
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bring in various newspaper articles and editorials about this decision
so that students can learn the facts and discuss and debate the issues.
She may encourage them to write letters, voicing their concerns and
opposition, to city officials. Students who are parents may wish to become
more adept at reading communication from their children’s schools, so
authentic materials for those students could include school flyers and
letters from their children’s teachers. Authentic writing activities might
include writing notes to teachers. By creating materials and activities that
reflect students’ backgrounds, interests, and experiences, teachers are
attempting to contextualize their instruction within the students’ lives and
provide literacy instruction using the very materials their students will
engage with as they live those lives.

We also use the term school-only, or decontextualized, for activities and
materials that are not found outside of classroom settings, and that are, for

the most part, created solely for the purpose of

teaching and learning reading and writing skills.

Example of a These materials and the purposes for reading
Cloze Exercise and writing them do not necessarily reflect the

1. We go to buy food at

different experiences and interests that students
bring to class, aside from the interest in learning

to read and write, nor do they take into account

3. When the weather is

you need to wear a jacket.

the
the uses people make of these texts as they go
2. All of the got about their lives outside of a school environment.
good grades on their tests. An example of this is cloze exercises, which are

very popular in some classrooms.
While one can argue for the pedagogical
benefits of a cloze exercise (e.g., simulating

using context clues for word recognition),

outside of a classroom situation people do not

read lists of unconnected sentences to try and
fill in what is missing. Indeed, it is very hard to imagine ever having to
complete a cloze exercise, or anything that resembles a cloze exercise,

outside the context of schooling.
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It is not simply the format of a text that makes it authentic, but how
the materials are used. For example, consider the use of newspapers in
the adult literacy classroom. If a teacher brings in copies of a newspaper
article from a year ago, about a subject that the students don’t care about,
only to teach specific skills such as summarizing or finding the main idea,
the newspaper is not being used in an outside-of-the-classroom fashion.
People simply do not read the newspaper with those purposes in mind.
So, while text type is an important consideration when assessing materials,
just as important is how those materials are used. The following examples
demonstrate that real life materials can be used in either authentic or

school-only ways.

Writing Letters

Many adults need to write letters at one time or another in their lives.
Letter writing can be an authentic activity for adult literacy classrooms if
students have real purposes for writing and if letters that are written in
class are actually sent. However, practicing writing letters that will never
get sent to people who don’t really exist is a decontextualized, school-only

activity that serves no purpose in the out-of-school lives of the learners.

Reading Novels

Reading novels in class can promote an appreciation for literature and

can be a great way to encourage students to relate their own lives and
experiences to those of the characters in a book. To make novel reading

and discussions an authentic, rather than a school-only, experience, teachers
need to find books that reflect the interests and experiences of their students
and make literature appreciation and discussion the main goals. A teacher
who selects books for her class based on their readability level and their
controlled vocabulary and then devotes most of the reading time to discrete
skills such as decoding or vocabulary development is using novels as a school-
only activity. Teaching skills through novels is perfectly appropriate, but if it
is the only point of reading then it does not reflect the actual purposes for
which people read literature outside of school, and, therefore, would not be

considered an authentic literacy event, according to our definition.
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Writing Checks

Writing checks is often perceived as a necessary skill for all adults, so check
writing is a skill that is taught frequently in adult literacy classes. This is

an authentic activity if a teacher learns that her students are interested in
opening checking accounts or want to learn how to use an already existing
account. Consider, however, how meaningless this activity is for students
who do not have checking accounts and have no plans for opening them.
For such students, learning check writing in class would be decontextu-

alized from their lives.

0 ASSESSING AUTHENTICITY

Any assessment of authenticity must include both the text type and the way
that it is used in the world. Texts that do not mediate people’ social lives were
not considered “authentic” by us in the LPALS. For this reason, two factors
must be considered to render a judgment about the authenticity of a literacy
activity within an adult literacy class: (1) text, and (2) purpose for reading
and writing that text. The degree to which the text is one that is used by
people outside of school and the degree to which the purpose for reading
and writing that text is the same as it would be outside of school determines

the degree to which we would consider the literacy activity authentic.

0 MAKING CONNECTIONS: Texts and Purposes

Text School based use Authentic use Have you used this text? How?
TV schedule | looking for proper look for a

nouns as a favorite show

capitalization review
Health words for spelling test | get information
brochure about a specific

condition
Novel review punctuation enjoy the style of
the writer
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The meaning and implications of the word authentic

Discussion Questions

is often a topic of debate, particularly when it is used to

indicate out-of-school literacy practices. To begin with, Are there materials that
nobody would want to be labeled as inauthentic. Some you consider authentic
people believe that textbooks and workbooks are authentic that we might not?

because they are part of the reality of schooling. Indeed,
research has shown that students have to learn to do school, and that school
is a context with its own purposes, text types, and discourse; students who
have not learned to do school in the ways that are expected often find
themselves at a disadvantage. We are not interested, however, in how
adults are learning to do school, but in how school may be helping adult
literacy students to do literacy outside of school. Therefore, we consider as
authentic those literacy events that researchers (Purcell-Gates, 1996; Teale,
1986) have documented as mediating people’s social and cultural lives

outside of a schooling context.

O IDENTIFYING THE PURPOSES

FOR READING AND WRITING
In thinking about the purposes for reading and writing, we looked at
language use through two different frames. The first frame was linguistic
in nature, and was based on the linguist Halliday’s work on the functions
of language. The second frame was more anthropological in nature,
and focused on the meanings individuals and cultures have for their own

uses of literacy. We present each of these frames in turn.

O FRAME ONE: FUNCTIONS OF

LANGUAGE When thinking about

Halliday (1978) identified seven functions of language. students’ purposes for

He attempts, with his typology, to capture all the social reading and writing, do you

purposes that language use serves. Reading and writing draw on any theory or

inside and outside of the classroom are examples of research to organize your

thinking? If yes, what?

language use that can be analyzed according to this
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typology. As a research team, we were interested in how

Discussion Questions

well the function for using a text inside the classroom

How well does Halliday’s matched the function for using that text in the world
typology capture the outside of the classroom. While any given text can be used
functions of language? in a wide variety of ways, we were concerned with being

able to identify what the use, beyond the goal of learning
to read or to write, was for a lesson or activity. Each of the seven functions
Halliday identified is described in the chart on page 7, along with

examples of literacy events that serve or enact that function.

0 MAKING CONNECTIONS: Look at the list on page 7. What

possible functions could the following texts serve outside of learning
to read and write?

TEXTS FUNCTIONS

1. a business card

2. a shopping list

3. a written down phone message

4. graffiti

5. a street name plate

6. a warranty

7. a lease

8. a movie poster

9. a tattoo

10. a speeding ticket
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0 CHART: Functions of Language (Halliday, 1978)

1. Instrumental: Language used to satisfy a material need, enabling one to obtain
goods and services that one wants or needs.
O Ordering something via a form
O Requesting service in a memo

2. Regulatory: Language used to control behavior. This is related to the
instrumental function, but is distinct. The difference between
this and the instrumental is that in the instrumental the focus
is on the goods or services required and it does not matter
who provides them, whereas the regulatory function is directed
towards a particular individual and it is the behavior of that
individual that is to be influenced.

O Whitten rules and regulations (e.g., driver’s manual)
O The ‘don’t walk’ sign or a stop sign

3. Interactional: Language used to make or maintain interpersonal contact
O Personal letters, greeting cards, notes like, “I love you,” etc.

4. Personal: Language used to express awareness of oneself, in contradistinction
to one’s environment. Includes expressions of personal feelings, of
participation and withdrawal, of interest, pleasure, disgust, etc.

O Memo of personal reaction to a new policy
O Wnriting in a journal of personal reactions and feelings, elc.

5. Heuristic: Language used to learn and to explore the environment.
O 1o read for information
O 7o write down questions to ask of text or of a speaker, etc.

6. Imaginative: =~ Language used to create, including stories and make-believe/
pretend.
O Reading/writing poetry, fiction

7. Informative: =~ Language used to communicate information to someone who does
not already possess that information.
O Writing information texts
O Whriting research reports
O Writing personal letters to inform someone of what has happened
to a relative, etc.
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U FRAME TWO: LITERACY PRACTICES

“You know how they send you those forms out every month or six

months, I didn’t fill them out — my sister or my daughter would help
me fill them out.”

—Student participant in the LPALS

“I get Chilton books out to repair my own vehicle.. If I don’t know
how to do it I'll take a book out and read about it, and like I took

the book out how to do rear shocks, how to do muyfflers and brakes,

and stuff, you know”

—Student participant in the LPALS

In the last few decades, literacy researchers have left the classroom and

ventured out to study the reading and writing activities of people in their

daily lives. Shifting the focus from literacy in school to literacy outside

of school has provided a new perspective on literacy, and an opportunity

to question assumptions about the nature of reading and writing. For

example, in Delgado-Gaitan’s (1987) study of a Mexican immigrant

community in the United States, participants reported that they did not

use text very much. However, the researcher found that they actually

read a number of things in English and Spanish on a daily basis. What

was the basis for this discrepancy? Why didn’t the participants view their

Discussion Questions

How do you define
literacy?
U
What is a reader?
U
What kinds of reading do
you value? Why?
4
Do your students value the
same kinds of reading?

own activity from the same perspective as the researcher
did? How can one read a text but not be reading?
Delgado-Gaitan believes that “they did not identify their
activities as reading because they did not perceive themselves
as readers” (p. 23). They saw reading as an academic, or
school-based activity. So, in this case, the definition of
“a reader” is not so straight forward, since it is not simply
“someone who reads.” Indeed, it seems to involve issues
beyond the decoding of text, since other people who read
and write the same texts as the participants in Delgado-
Gaitan’s would consider themselves readers. The meaning

of a literacy event (the reading or writing of a text) is not
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inherent in the text itself, but depends upon the intentions and under-
standings of the individuals involved. Instead of assuming all people read
and write in the same ways, many teachers and researchers working in
different communities are now trying to understand what sense individuals
and communities make of their own reading and writing practices. What
constitutes reading and who might be considered a reader varies from
context to context. There is no single definition of what literacy is.

A focus on the relationship between social context and variations in
the practice of literacy has become a key theme of what has been called
the “New Literacy Studies.” Many researchers and theorists associated
with this approach would agree that “All uses of written language can be
seen as located in particular times and places. Equally, all literate activity
is indicative of broader social practices.” (Barton, Hamilton & Ivanic,
2000, p. 1). For example, the increasing use of e-mail as a means to
communicate is a result of a widening access to computer technology and
the heightened pace of daily life in an information-driven economy. The
use of e-mail is thus related to “broader social practices.” Not all e-mail is
the same: one does not necessarily write the same sort of e-mail at home
and at work. Style, syntax, and content are affected by time and location.

Not everyone uses e-mail, since access is not universal. Looking at
literacy from a sociocultural perspective also means looking at social factors
that influence individual’s perceptions and choices. To understand why the
participants in Delgado-Gaitan’s study did not self-identify as readers, one
could first look at their status as immigrants or at their educational status.
Their perceptions about what a reader is (i.e., “someone who is educated”)
or about what texts are valued enough to matter (e.g., “academic books”)
might reveal their understanding of their place in the power structure.

Researchers have also examined sociocultural variables such as gender.
Why is it that girls and boys tend to read different types of texts? What
does this say about the impact of gender socialization on uses of literacy?
Variations in writing styles have also been found to be associated with
ethnic identity. Ball (1992) found preferences for certain types of rhetorical
structures in the work of African American students. Other researchers have

suggested that African-American youth might reject literacy practices that
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are associated with academic success since they pose a threat to their
African-American identity (Ogbu, 1991). Researchers have also found
variations in literacy activity that appear to correlate with social class
(Miner, 1993; Cruz, 1994; Leslie, 1995). Variations exist in the ways people
think about the place and value of literacy and therefore of their own
literacy as well.

While categories such as gender, race, or class are somewhat large and
abstract constructs, literacy research informed by sociocultural concerns
can also examine the specific contexts in which individuals become
literate. To avoid making generalizations, researchers have also studied
how race or class is enacted, recreated, or resisted in specific cases. Some
researchers now focus on what are termed “local literacies” (Street, 1994;
Barton & Hamilton, 1998), the reading and writing practices that are
found in a given area. Gee (1994) suggests that “different societies and
social subgroupings have different types of literacy, and literacy has
different social and mental effects in different social and cultural contexts”
(p. 168). Definitions and assessments of literacy cannot be taken out of
the context of real people reading and writing.

Teachers can learn a lot by trying to see what role literacy plays in
the social reality of a student. What does literacy mean to an African-
American student? What does it means to a recent immigrant? This
does not mean that all African-American or immigrants use literacy
in the same way. While there may be some aspects of reading that are
correlated with gender, all women do not read the same way. Students
cannot be pigeonholed by some demographic information. Because a
single individual may belong to multiple societies and subgroupings,
their literacy cannot be seen as unidimensional. There is also individual
variation, of course. However, cultural values and practices do have an
impact on the use of literacy, and teachers must strive to account for
those cultural variations.

One way to avoid making generalizations about the way individuals in
certain categories read is to look at texts in situ. Since literacy involves
“the reading and writing of specific texts for socially situated purposes and

intents” (Barton & Hamilton, p. 3), one value of using local literacies as a
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framework is that it allows researchers to examine what types of texts are
found in a given setting (e.g., animal auction forms) and what purpose or
intent these text serve (e.g., purchasing new livestock). Looking at local
literacies highlights the use people make of text in their day-to-day lives.
Since these uses vary due to social goals and cultural practices of individuals
within a setting, implied in this work is an interest in literacy culture. This
term can be used to reflect all the ways in which people in social groups of
various sizes (such as families or communities) engage in literacy practices.
For example, Heath’s (1983) influential study described the different
“ways with words” of three communities, and suggested that educational
crises might occur when a community has a way with words that differs
from what is expected in mainstream schools. Rather than simply being
about decoding or writing, “school literacy instruction is taken to be a set
of literacy practices” (Reder, 1994, p. 49) that not all communities share.

When thinking about what purposes an individual may have for using
literacy, it is important not to have too narrow a definition of what literacy
is. The student quoted at the beginning of the section, who uses books to
help him repair cars, struggled in school and would not score well on most
standardized tests of reading. He can and does, however, read the text
relevant to his purpose of repairing his car, an activity in which he wants,
or needs, to engage. Thus, literacy mediates his life activities as it does all
readers and writers. He reads and (we assume) writes texts that serve to
accomplish specific purposes that are relevant to him in his contexts and
given times. The other student quoted at the beginning of the section
remarked that she did not fill out forms, even though she was able to read
and write other texts. She was looking for the class to help her add this
type of writing to her repertoire of literacy skills.

When we interviewed students about their literacy practices, we asked
them about 50 separate literacy practices in order to attempt to capture
the complexity of literacy as it is used in people’s everyday lives outside
of school. What we mean here by literacy practice is the reading and writing
of specific texts for socially-situated purposes and intents. This differs

from Barton and Hamilton (1998), who define literacy practices as
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...the general cultural ways of utilising written language which people

draw upon in their lives. In the simplest sense literacy practices are what

people do with literacy. However, practices are not observable units of

behaviour since they also involve values, attitudes, feelings and social

relationships..

..This includes people’s awareness of literacy, constructions

of literacy and discourses of literacy, how people talk about and make

sense of literacy. These are processes internal to the individual; at the

same time, practices are the social processes which connect people

with one another, and they include shared cognitions represented in

ideologies and social identities (pp. 6-7).

Discussion Questions

Are there certain texts that

you do not use at all? Are
there types of text that
you use all the time?
a
How wide a variety of
literacy activities do your
students currently engage
in inside the classroom?
O
Which activities do you
think your students
engage in outside of
the classroom?
0
Which one of those
activities do you think
would be important to
bring into the classroom?

Why?

Barton and Hamilton state that while literacy practices are
unobservable, the associated literacy events and texts are
observable units. Literacy events, for Barton and Hamilton,
are activities where literacy has a role and include both
texts and talk around those texts. While finding no fault
with this definition of literacy practices and literacy events,
we have chosen to focus on the central part of these: texts
and the reading and writing of these texts.

On pages 21 to 27 is a simplification of the question-
naire that we used with students in the study. Rather
than asking students about their skill level (e.g., high,
intermediate, low), we wanted to know exactly what
they did with literacy. We invite readers to complete
the questionnaire for themselves (about out of school
use of literacy) and for their classes (what activities
students participated in, in class). Those without
children, or classes without parent/child time such as
family literacy programs often have, should skip the

parts of the questionnaire that are not applicable.
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[ LIFE CHANGES YIELD LITERACY CHANGE

We also asked the students when it was they began to engage in the specific
practices. For example, “When did you read menus for the first ime?” Their
answers typically noted times when their lives were going through some sort
of change. These practices were often added when a child was born, when
there was a change in employment, or when there were changes in marital
status. These changes created the need to do things they had never done
before, such as read menus or fill out applications. Rather than a general
need for literacy, or the desire to move to the next “level” of literacy, these
students mentioned very specific things that they felt like they needed to
learn. This focus on literacy practices might be important when assessing the
result of adult basic education. While Beder (1999) found no evidence for an
impact of adult basic education as measured by tests, Sheehan-Holt and
Smith (2000) found a relationship between basic skills education programs

and reading practices: what literacy is used for in the world outside of school.

[0 LEARNING LITERACY IN CONTEXT

Just as we use two frames (functions of language and literacy practices) to
support our belief in the importance of text type and purpose in assessing
authentic literacy materials, we rely upon two additional, related frames to
support the use of contextually situated education. Frame three is called
functional context education, and frame four is a combination of situated

cognition and constructivism.

U FRAME THREE: FUNCTIONAL CONTEXT EDUCATION
The belief that it is best for adult students to receive instruction which
utilizes authentic, or real life, materials and activities is founded upon the
sociocultural view of literacy, particularly in the influence of context on
literacy practice. Research has found that students learn most effectively
when instructional materials reflect and incorporate students’ prior
experiences (Fingeret, 1991). Classroom activities using generative themes

taken from the lives of adult learners facilitate their acquisition of literacy
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(Freire, 1993; Glen, 1996; Purcell Gates & Waterman, 2000). For this
reason, we use the term learner-contextualized. With this term, we hope

to capture first, that materials need to be grounded in the context of the
learner’s life outside of class; and second, that this can only be done by the
student themselves. This second meaning of learner-contextualized, which
refers to the process, is key to understanding the limits of a teacher’s
ability to judge how life-contextualized a material or activity may be.

Even in the midst of the “reading wars” (a long-running battle about
literacy teaching methodologies), the importance of context is something
upon which experts have agreed. Some calls for a structured, phonics-based
approach to reading also stress that students should work with words they see
immediate value in knowing (Curtis, 1997), or with texts in which they have
individual interest (Fink, 1998). Students’ active participation in the creation
of materials has been associated with higher levels of student achievement
(Hunter & Harman, 1985). Other researchers have documented that student
writing based on their own lives has been associated with increases in writing
skills (Stasz, Schwartz & Weeden, 1994; D’Annunzio, 1994).

Thus, a growing body of research points to the importance of incorpo-
rating the student’s life context into classroom activities and materials.
This is sometimes referred to as “functional context education,” which
integrates objects of study into “the functional contexts that engage people
in the world outside the classroom, including the world of work” (Reder,
1994, p. 47). Barton and Hamilton refer to this as “the reading and writing
of specific texts for socially situated purposes and intents.” We often call
this activity, “Students using real-life texts for real-life purposes.”

What is contextualized and “real-life” is a matter of some debate. What
would at first appear to be a routine part of life for some may not have any
part in others. For example, filling out a passport application may be a
“natural” part of life for many people, but for a student who has no plans
or means to travel abroad, filling out such a form in class would be strictly

an academic exercise. Indeed, some researchers warn:

In contextual learning approaches, then, whose context characterizes the

learning experience matters a great deal. In many instances, selection of
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the particular context is not driven primarily by student interests or even
necessarily by the teacher. Rather, those contexts are often determined by
appeal to abstract ideas or issues, largely external to learners, such as the
need for a skilled, productive workforce, reform of welfare, and reducing
inter-generational illiteracy through family literacy programs. The
workplace or the family become “contexts” for learning not because they
are necessarily meaningful to the learner but because they are judged by
other to be more important locations for learners to demonstrate certain

levels of competence or skills (Dirx, Amey & Haston, 1999, p. 4).

Discussions about contextualized education cannot be divorced from ethical
or philosophical questions about the role of teachers and the position of
students. In addition, questions about addressing students’ contexts are
connected to beliefs about what role education can and should play in

the world. Should education be connected to students’ contexts simply to
help them learn a selected collection of skills and information, or should

education be about helping students to change their (and our) contexts?

0 MAKING CONNECTIONS: What literacy practices would

you associate with these contexts?

TEXT PURPOSE
1. workplace

2. family

3. the United States

4. your city or town

5. public transportation

How relevant are these contexts to your students? How do you know?
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0 FRAME FOUR: SITUATED COGNITION

AND CONSTRUCTIVISM
Researchers and theoreticians who look at cognitive development have
also addressed the importance of social setting and context. Like literacy,
many researchers now see cognition as socially situated rather than
abstract and decontextualized. Two related strands of thought provided
theoretical support for our research: ideas of situated cognition, and the
constructivist developmental paradigm.

Intelligence was traditionally assumed to be part of an individual’s
make-up, and cognition was an activity that took place in a mind
independent of context. As Descartes stated, “I think, therefore I am.”
Looking at cognition from this perspective, the roles of other human
beings or of the physical environment in which the thinking is taking
place are not accounted for: cognition is contained within the mind
of a single person.

Research on cognition conducted from this decontextualized perspective
was (and is) carried out in laboratories and with paradigms that assumed
scientific objectivity and the possibility of universalist accounts of mental
processes: the belief that all humans think in basically the same way. Often
this perspective leads to variations in cognitive behavior among individuals
being judged on a fixed scale of development, such as with IQ) tests.

However, just as the definition of literacy has expanded in recent times
to include the social, so has thinking about cognition. Many researchers
now believe that “Knowledge and learning are considered to be situated
in particular physical and social contexts,” (Borko & Putnam, 1998, p. 36).
Borko and Putnam suggest that, “Every cognitive act must be understood as
a specific response to a specific set of circumstances” (ibid.). Many theorists
refer to this phenomenon as situated cognition, and place just as much
emphasis on the social context as on the physical (time, location, etc.).
Rogoff stresses, “It is essential to view the cognitive activities of individuals
within the cultural context in which their thinking is embedded.” (Rogoff,
1990, p. 42). She explains:
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Cognitive activities occur in socially structured situations that involve

values about the interpretation and management of social relationships.
Individuals’ attempts to solve problems are intrinsically related to social
and societal values and goals, tools, and institutions in the definition of

the problems and the practice of their solution (Rogoff, p. 61).

Sociocultural variations affect the process of cognition, not just the content
of cognition. Even before an individual begins a cognitive task, how that task
is defined will influence what approach they might take. Being asked to read
a non-fiction text out loud by a teacher in a classroom is different from being
asked by a child to read a story. Each instance is framed by power relations,
degrees of familiarity, and routines that are established in each setting.

Performance on a given task might be affected by the context of the activity.

0 MAKING CONNECTIONS: Think of four different contexts in
which the following activities could take place. How would each context

shift the experience and requirements of the act?

Act 1: Signing your name

Context Meaning (or experience) of the act

Act 2: Writing a letter of complaint

Context Meaning (or experience) of the act
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The cognitive demands of reading and writing words change according
to their written contexts, and it cannot be assumed that automatic
recognition of a word in one context ensures automatic recognition in
another. To help develop the ability to work in different contexts, literacy
development must be focused on situated reading practices, rather than
decontextualized drills. Theorists of situated cognition (Wilson, 1993)
suggest “authentic activity has to involve situations in which actual
cognitive processes are required rather than the simulated processes
typically demanded in schooling” (p. 76). For example, workplace literacy
programs teach literacy skills as they are needed within specific work
contexts. The value of this can be seen in the fact that compared to
programs that concentrated on more “general” literacy, adult programs
that incorporated job-related materials were associated with larger
increases in both job-related and general literacy (Sticht, 1988). Other
studies have found that much of the growth made by participants in
general literacy programs is likely to be lost if recently learned skills are
not applied, and thus practiced, in real-life situations (Brizius & Foster,
1987). Transferring skills, however, between contexts is extremely difficult
and rarely accomplished by learners to the degree often assumed by
educators (NCAL, 1995). Thus, it would make sense to involve learners in
real-life literacy practices in the classroom to ease the transference problem.

Indeed, Reder (1994) concludes that interactions in a specific context
are essential since the “development and organizational properties of an
individual’s literacy are shaped by the structure of the social situations in
which literacy is encountered and practiced” (p. 48). That is, the type and
range of an individual’s literacy practices will be shaped by the literacy
practices in which they have engaged. This idea that an individual learns
while participating in social practices is a key tenet of the constructivist
theory of development. Rather than viewing learning as a matter of
transferring discrete bits of knowledge from one person to another in a
context-independent fashion, “Constructivism contends that people
construct meaning through their interpretive interactions with and

experiences in their social environments” (Brown, 1998, p. 6).
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In one account of constructivism, some key principles are posited:

Knowledge is physically constructed by learners who are
involved in active learning.

Knowledge is symbolically constructed by learners who are
making their own representations of action.

Knowledge is socially constructed by learners who convey their
meaning making to others.

Knowledge is theoretically constructed by learners who try to

explain things they don’t completely understand (Gagnon &

Collay, 1997; cited by Brown, 1998).

Literacy, as an active attempt on the part of an individual
What elements of your

to make and convey meaning, can be understood within

: s , class would you call
this framework. Constructivist literacy education engages L.
. : : . ) constructivist?
students in active learning, by having them create their .

own texts, or by critically responding to texts they are
) ) What are some ways
reading. Students also create texts to communicate ] :
) _ ) _ you can increase active
with other people. Value is seen in engagement in real, )
oo o ] ) learning on the part of
or authentic, literacy activity, rather than simulation or

your students?

“dummy runs” of literacy activities.

0 MAKING CONNECTIONS: Return to the student quote at the

beginning of the chapter. Consider it in light of:

1) Halliday’s functions of language

2) The literacy practices model

3) The nature of Functional Context Education
4) Ideas of situated cognition

5) Constructivist teaching methodologies
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O POINTS TO REMEMBER

O Authentic texts are those that are read and written by people in their
lives outside of a context focused on learning to read and write.

0 Authentic purposes for reading and writing are those for which people
read and write authentic texts outside of a context focused on learning
to read and write.

O Literacy is learned and used in context.

0 One way to consider purpose is to use Halliday’s typology of the
functions of language use and ask what function of language a
given text is serving to enact.

0 The reading and writing of specific texts for socially situated purposes
and intents can be termed literacy practices. These literacy practices
vary according to both individual habit and cultural preferences.

0 Literacy practices often shift due changes in individual’s lives.

New practices are introduced, and old ones may disappear.

O Literacy, as an act of cognition, is affected by the context it takes place
in. Different contexts will affect how literacy acts are conducted.

O Learners need to be actively engaged in using and producing real texts,

not simulations of real world reading and writing.
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0 MAKING CONNECTIONS: What did you read and write this

week?

READING/ADULT
1) In the past week, did you read any ads, like store ads, classified ads, coupons or
flyers?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

2) In the past week, did you read bills, a bank statement, receipt, or paycheck stub?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

3) In the past week, did you read words on medicine bottles, lotions, or other
personal items?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

4) In the past week, did you read any books, stories, or religious books?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

5) In the past week, did you read print on a calendar or appointment book?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

6) In the past week, did you read any comics, a comic book, comic strip, or
cartoon in the newspaper?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

7) In the past week, did you read a document, like a lease, mortgage, or notice
about public assistance?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

8) In the past week, did you read captions, like those on pictures, walls (graffiti),
posters, illustrations, or maps?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

9) In the past week, did you read any directions? Like recipes, shopping lists,
information about how to care for your pet, even print on appliances?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

10)In the past week, did you read an essay, composition, or “true story,” like a
church history?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)
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11)In the past week, did you do any reading at home for your job?

You (at home) Students (during classtime)

12)I