Adult Literacy and the American Political Culture

George Demetrion
Manager of Community-Based Programming

Literacy Volunteers of Grester Hartford
Gdemetrion@juno.com

Published in D.R. Walling (ed.) Under Congruction: The Role of the Arts and Humanities
in Postmodern Schooling. Bloomington, IN: Phi Delta Kappa Educational Foundation, pp.
169-192

ABSTRACT

Through John Dewey’s concept of “growth” and at, this article establishes a “middle ground”
between Forret P. Chisman's human capitd vison of adult literacy and Paulo Frere's criticd
Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Dewey defines growth as the enhancement of experience through
citica reflection and at as the “consummation” or fulfillment of experience as an ongoing
tempord phenomenon within the stream of time. This postion does not uncriticaly embrace the
datus quo, but takes a developmentd rather than transformationd view of change as the “limit-
gtuation” of the politics of adult literacy education particularly with mainsream programs in the
United States.  Within such congraints, Dewey;'s pragmatic space provides condderable
opportunity for individua and programmeatic “growth.”

..no educationa practice tekes place in a vacuum, only in a red context—higtoricd,
economic, palitica, and not necessarily identica to any other context.
Paulo Freire

In the 1980s, the problem of illiteracy has ganed naiond prominence through the
advocacy of Barbara Bush and the perceived “crigs’ in education which links the falure of
contemporary schooling with a declining ability of the United States to compete effectively in a
globa economy. In response, the U.S. Congress passed the Nationd Literacy Act of 1991. This
legidation provides evidence of the vaue, whether rhetoricd or more fundamentd, that the U.S.
government places on achieving the dtated naiond god “[tjo diminate illiteracy by the year
2000..." (S. 1310: AnAct, 1990).

Non-readers nationwide have enrolled in adult literacy basic education and community-
based organizations with thousands of volunteers and part-time ingructors contributing hours of
vaued time. In addition to such nationd agencies like Literacy Volunteers of America (LVA)

and Laubauch Literacy Action (LLA), regiond literacy resource and research centers have
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sporung up to help coordinate efforts and to provide intelectua coherence and practical support
for practitioners.

On the face of it, there gppears an overwheming nationd consensus on the problem of
illiteracy that transcends issues of class and ideologicd persuason. But, that is far from the case.
In fact, wide gaps exists between policy dites and the viewpoints of progressve and radica
literacy scholars and prectitioners.  The national discourse system is further complicated by the
perspectives of adult literacy learners who, as a new body of research is beginning to document
(Beder and Vdentine, 1990; Eberle and Robinson, 1980; Fingeret and Danin, 1991; Ziegahn,
1992), seek incluson into the mainsream. They seek agpproaches to literacy that integrate
prectica, persona, aesthetic, and culturd knowledge in ways that correspond to the concrete
particularity of each learner.

In this essay | examine the prevaling discourse through an exploration of the two key
“voices’ that dtructure the current debate. First is the work of policy advocate Forrest P.
Chisman, whose dructurd-functionlist ideology played a pivotad role in shaping the U.S
government's literacy policy in the early 1990s.  Next, the essay explores the radica critique of
functiond literacy through Paulo Freires “foundationd” opus, Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(1970).

Freire's early work presented a compelling countervoice to a pervasive post World War
I “modernization” theory wherein the “developed” world would provide ad to the
“underdeveloped” world in part by linking literacy to national economic development (Greff,
1987, Street, 1984). Freire's text is ill widdy drawn upon by radica and progressive educators
intent on resding the hegemonization of a dructurd-functiond ideology, currently expressed
through a “pog-indudrid” vison reflecting the contemporary “redities’ of an “information-age’
society (McLaren and Leonard, 1993).

As a progressive educator in the Deweyan tradition, | share a certain &finity with some
of Frares views, including the inextricable connection he identifies between pedagogicd theory
and politicd ideology. My progressvism, however, is more firmly linked with the Progressive



Movement of the early twentieth century and is clearly reformist rather than radicad in scope. |
value both individud consciousness and collaboretive efforts to enact change within capitalism
as, to use Frarés term, the “limit-gtugtion” in which maindream literacy programs within the
United States operate. While | share with Frare his quest for “humanization” through the
transformation of limit-gtuations, | remain critical of his overadl “revolutionary” political project
as it may pertan to adut literacy education in the United States | dso dispute the
emancipatory/oppressive polarity that shapes the core of his utopian praxeology.

For a portion of the essay will focus on the vaues that students a the Bob Stedle Reading
Center in Hartford, Connecticut ascribe to literacy.  Although it is not my intent of to privilege
the “naive’ interpretations of learners, | take their views serioudy.  Through this, | question
Freire's concept of “fase consciousness’ that the “oppressed” lack sufficient knowledge to act in
their best interest and, instead, are compdlled to interndize the “voices’ of ther oppressors.
Rather, | adopt the pogtion that adult literacy learners in “mainstream” programs are embedded
in ambiguous hidoricd milieus that dmultaneoudy contain emancipatory and oppressve
dmensons. | ague that their essentidly “individudistic’ aspirations reflect less an gpolitica
ideology than an acute “reading of the world” based upon “horizons of posshbility” within their
reach (Lestz, Demetrion, and Smith, 1994; Demetrion and Gruner, 1995).

Rgecting the utilitarian reductionism of Chisman's dructurd-functiond  vison and
Freires radicd “pedagogy of the oppressed,” the students throughout Literacy Volunteers of
Greater Hartford (LVGH) aticulate a “middle-ground” quest for inclusion into the American
mandream. This congss not only in the desre for enhanced functiond competency in ways
that have application in the rea world of adult literacy learners.  The middle ground aso
includes a focus on persond and aesthetic development and a broad understanding of culture and
society in ways that make sense to new readers. My thess, therefore, is grounded in the

progressive educationa theory of John Dewey, particularly his notion of “growth.”

A Structural-Functional Vision: Forrest P. Chisman and the Federal Politics of Literacy



Forrest P. Chisman presents far from the most sophidticated view of functiona literacy.
Yet, his interpretation is important because his policy advocacy exerted a dgnificant influence in
shaping the Nationd Literacy Act of 1991. His “voice” therefore, is amplified through the
federd government and indirectly plays a dgnificant role in shaping public  perceptions.

According to Chisman:

There is no way in which the United States can remain compstitive in a globa economy,
maintain its sandard of living, and shoulder the burden of the retirement of the baby
boom generation unless we mount a forceful nationd effort to help adults upgrade their
basc sillsin the very near future (Chisman, 1989, p. iii).

At the core of Chisman's view is a pog-indudrid, “human resource’ vison whereby the
nation's economy will be enhanced by creating more productive workers for the “informationd
processing” economy of the present and foreseesble future. Stated negatively, unless the nation
resolves the problem of worker readiness in the near future, the U.S. will no longer compete
effectively in the globad economy. In Chisman's cataclysmic dystopia, the nation has until about
2010--when the baby boom generation will retire—to get its economic act in order (Chisman,
1989, p. 3). Otherwise, the gap between the demands of an increasing technologica workplace
and the numbers of those ill equipped to master the skills necessary to function effectively will
result a nationd crisgs. In order to establish a competitive workforce to equip the nation to
compete effectively in a globa economy, Chisman believes the government needs to play a
direct, pro-activerole:

Federd leadership is required because of the enormous sociad and economic stakes
involved. The problem of adult literacy poses a severe threat to the wel-beng of the
nation as a whole, and only government at the nationd level can lead a nationwide attack
in aproblem of this scale (Chisman, 1990, p. 221).

In order to address this economic criss, Chisman argues that the federd government
must shift more resources from the unemployed to “the most serioudy neglected nationd priority
in this field: basic skills of the workforcg’” (Chisman, 1989, iv-v). While Chisman seeks not to

“abandon” other literacy efforts, he argues for a mgor redlocation of resources from the



unemployed to the employed as the mogt efficient means of revitdizing the flagging American
economy. It is with such a nationd god in mind that Chisman articulates a “definitiona tour de

force’ (Chisman, 1990, p. 3). Chisman is concerned not about literd literacy, but as he says:

functional literacy: madering basc skills wdl enough to meet individud gods and
societal demands....[T]he terms literacy and basic skills will refer to functiond literacy,
understood in this sense” (origind emphasis) (Chisman, 1990, p. 3).

Chisman continues.

Unless we take steps to upgrade their <kills in the very near future, dl of us will be very
worse off. Our rate of economic growth will stagnate, welfare costs will escalate, foreign
competition will make more rapid inroads, and our national standard of living will fdl (or
a least it will not kegp pace with increased standards of living esewhere in the world)
(Chisman, 1990, pp. 8-9,emphasis added).

In response Chisman lad out a plan of action for the federa government, much of which
Congress drew upon for the Nationa Literacy Act of 1991. At the center of Chisman's proposa
is a “leadership role¢’ for the federd government.  Specificaly, he cdls for a “federd
coordinating body” (Chisman, 1990, p. p. 239) to decide on how “to improve the effectiveness of
the nation's literacy system as a whole”  He aso advocated for this body to “set measurable
nationwide goas for upgrading basic skills” to “monitor progress toward those goas” and to
"refine the guidelines of federa programs’ (Chisman, 1990, p. p. 239). Chisman recognized the
inherent politicd tendons between a uniform policy and “a robus, plurdigsic sysem,” but fdt
such a coordinating body would a least “provide a high-levd forum in which tendgons in the
field can be aired and, hopefully, channeled in congtructive directions’ (Chisman. 1990, 240).

Because of such plurdism and limited fiscal resources, Chisman proposed that the federd
government should dso mandate date governments to ded with illiteracy a the locd levd in
accordance to the purposes established in Washington, linked to nationd economic
revitdization. Chisman's recommendations and policy formulations had a mgor impact on the
National Literacy Act (NLA) of 1991 in which the utilitarian vaues of functiond literacy were
pervasve. Title 1l of the NLA focuses on workforce literacy and is intended to encourage smal

and medium-sized businesses to offer basic kill literacy programs to employees “to advance the



productivity of the laborforce” (National Literacy Act, 1991, sec. 202). Each date is expected to
develop a literacy plan, “especidly with respect to the needs of the labor market [and] economic
development goas’ (National Literacy Act, 1991, sec. 332). The Nationd Literacy Act aso
edablished the Nationa Inditute for Literacy to conduct research, identify and disseminate
information on promising practices, facilitate daff training and in generd, to help coordinate the
field (Quigley, 1991, p. 114).

The NLA dso provided a definition of literacy that in certain key respects emulated the
“df-evident” utilitarian ethos of the functiondist paradigm. At the prompting of literacy
educatorsin the field, Congress developed an expanded definition. Specifically:

Literacy means an individud's ability to read, write, and spesk in English, and compute
and solve problems a levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job and in
society, to achieve one's gods, and develop one's knowledge and potentid™ (Amendment
in the Nature of a Subgtitute, 1991, p. 2; quoted in Quigley, 1991, p. 112).

A far cry from Paulo Freirés “emancipatory” vison of literacy, the expanded definition
a least legitimizes persond development and moves beyond the narrow tilitarian functionaism
egpoused by Chisman.  While recognizing that the NLA of 1991 provided certain windows of
opportunities for progressive literacy educators, Quigley wonders whether such “centralized,
more systematized models of federa and state support...will redly bring us closer to what we so
desperatdy need in the fidd” (Quigley, 1991, p. 116). Perhaps a certain skepticism is warranted
that any sophidticated understanding of literacy that serioudy takes into account the experiences
and world views of adult literacy learners, can come out of Washington D.C.

Chisman played a dgnificant policy role in defining literacy as a mgor nationd problem.
His “demand” for high professond standards in the fidld and the need for mgor gains in basc
skill devdopment among learners, point to certan chdlenges that require some type of
resolution; however, Chisman’'s thinking on literacy remains problematic on a number of key
respects.

Mogt poignant, perhgps, is the seemingly enduring gap that Chisman fals to redize

between the vast preponderance of adult new readers and the skills required to enter into even the



lower drata of the “informational processing” sectors of the pogt-indudtrial economy. According
to the federal government's own datistics, literacy programs reach only about nineteen percent of
the potentid adult student body that might benefit from such services (Naiond Literacy Act
1991, sec. 2). Of those, a sizable proportion leave (“drop-out,” or “resst,” depending on your
ideology) before making significant progress toward sustainable literacy, which based on current
dandards is approximately one and-a-hdf grade leves of reading improvement per year
(Chisman, 1990, p. 15). For those who do stay, it may take between three to five years for a
lower levd dudent to achieve anything resembling fluent, independent, functiona literacy.
Without continud involvement by dudents in learning, a Sgnificant degree of arophy occurs.
Of those who do “succeed,” very few enter such informational sectors of the economy such as
banking, insurance, and financid inditutions. Chisman's proposas for a mgor redlocation of
resources is meant to mitigate these problems, but the extent to which even a major infuson of
resources can sgnificantly ater these current redities remains questionable,

In Chisman’s gpproach, more resources would be extended to individud’s mogt likdly to
enter into the post-industriad economy; employed learners perhaps a the G.ED. leve of reading
and writing proficiency. Chisman might better have placed more emphass on lower leve sKills
and the implications of policy formulation that would affect people who may never enter into the
“informationa” sectors of the post-industria economy.

An equdly troubling implication is Chisman's assrtion that the mgor burden for
developing a ompetitive economy rests with the skills of the workforce. That might be the case
for a potentidly booming economy based upon extensve internd and externd markets for
American products and services.  Yet the economic criSs that the nation has experienced since
the 1970s is not so much due to the lack of sufficiently trained employees. It is characterized,
rather, by the falure of a market recondruction based upon emerging “pod-indudrid” redities
that could maich the vitdity of the post World War 1l boom period which carried the nation
through the 1960s.



With the precipitous decline of manufacturing, the risng “serviceg® economy (whether of
low or high tech) has lacked sufficient vitdity to keep the nation a the competitive edge that it
enjoyed in the 1950s and 1960s. Tremendous “downsizing” of mgor corporations over the past
sverd years and the more enduring problem of unemployment and underemployment, lead one
to conclude that the current workforce is both sufficient and sufficiently well trained to meet the
employment needs of a somewhat flagging economy in the present and foreseeable future.

The more perplexing problem with the economy, therefore, is the lack of sufficient jobs.
On this redity, upgrading the skills of the marginally literate is much less of a concern than is the
need for a more diversified economy to meet the many chalenges of a complex society. Instead
of focusng on the single track of the pog-industrid utopia offered by popular forecagters like
Alvin Toffler (1971) and John Naisbett (1984), policy makers need to concentrate systematicaly
on recondructing a diverse economy based on manufacturing, building trades, service, and
“information.” Such an economy not only would better match the various skills and aptitudes of
our incressingly diverse population. It aso could provide the infrasiructure for the sabilization
of a more vibrant internal market which is essentia for economic revitdization, even in a trade
oriented economy that requires an expanded complex of products for increesingly diverse world
marketplace.  Given this more redigtic framework, human resource development could take on
other patterns than those suggested by Chisman and his “post-industrid” cohorts.

A find dilemma with Chisman's view is the narowness of his utlitarian focus In
Leadership for Literacy (1990) he acknowledges the “humanitarian” and “civic stake” the nation
has in promoting literacy. He dludes to “[tlhe pathos of people unable to read dories to their
children or covering up ther lack of basc skills on the job, the isolation of people with limited
literacy <kills..” (Chisman, 1990, p. 5— dereotypes that Hanna Fingeret, for example, has
worked so diligently over the years to decongtruct. Chisman dso bewalls the dvic cod in his
difficulty “to imegine how people with limited literacy can be well-informed voters or how they

can even learn enough about the issues of the day to be motivated to vote at al” (Chisman, 1990,



p. 5). On this point he dismisses the importance of oral communication and the ability of people
to think critically, even without possessing extensve reading and writing skills.

For Chisman, though, the primary stake is utilitaian. While “humanitarian and civic
concerns...lead us to care (emphasis added) about literacy,” clearly that is not “enough to make
the United States mount a substantial response to the problem” (Chisman, 1990, p. 6). Rather,

there is a concern of more fundamental proportions.

Why should we do something about adult literacy? The most persuasve answer appears
to be that literacy is a life-and-death economic issue for the United States, both now and
in the coming years, because it is closdy linked to economic productivity (Chisman,
1990, p. 6).

| would argue againg any direct reationship between adult literacy and the economic
imperatives that Chisman foresees. | place the humanitarian and civic consequences of literacy,
which Chisman tends to patronize, & a higher levd of nationd importance in order to establish a
more enlightened society and to extend a more participatory democracy into the body palitic.
Furthermore, | question Chisman’s bureaucratic imperative that personad needs, interets and
aqoirtions of individud literacy learners should be subordinated to a “nationa interet” as
defined by policy dites. Essentailly, | agree with David Harman that:

Literacy itsdf cannot be forced upon a people. A demand for its acquistion - on the part
of the people to be taught - is a necessary precondition. Such demand is not born in a
vecuum. It reflects peoples socid, culturd, and individua needs it is intricately
interwoven with the learners past and their vison of the future it occurs only when the
learner feds an inner need for it; it is sdf-reinforcing; it is accepted only because the
learner wants it, not because some other person says it is important; and it relaes to time
and space.  Unless these conditions are met, literacy will not be acquired...A drategy
based on the needs of the people - as they themsdves perceive them - can trandform the
visgon of universd literacy into redity (Harman, 1987, 73).

| will examine some of these issues below after exploring countercurrents in the work of Paulo

Freire.
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TheRadical Critical Pedagogy of Paulo Freire

Paulo Freire wrote that the task of the humanists is to see that the oppressed become
aware of the fact that as dud beings, "housing' the oppressors within themsdves, they cannot be
truly human (Freire, 1970, p. 84).

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 1970) is clealy a foundationa text among
contemporary progressive literacy educators.  Freirés engaging persona greeilly aded the
dissemination of his idess. He traveled the world to promote them. Trandated into many
languages, Pedagogy of the Oppressed has served as a potent source of stimulus among al
educators seeking to promote “bottom-up” literacy programs. That is, programs whose premise
is based on the inherent inteligence of even “illiterate’ adults, an inteligence, often blocked by
years of dominaion by socid and politica dites. More than anyone ese, Brazilian educator,
Paulo Freire has drawn out the inextricable connections between politica ideology and
pedagogica theory. Whether or not we agree with his views, al of those concerned about these
issues owe Freire a profound debt of gratitude for his pioneering work.

In the United States, Freire has achieved a “founding” role on the school of “radical,
critica pedagogy” and has simulated the scholarship, among others, of Henry Giroux, Peter
McLaren, Ira Shor and Donaldo Macedo (McLaren and Leonard, 1993). These theorists have
drawn on the politica critique of Freire and the role of the educator as a “transformative
intellectud” to develop a so-cdled “radical” pedagogy that chalenges the fundamentd
assumptions of the “normetive” political culture of the United States.  Adult literacy educators
dso have dravn on Frereés work as a bass for developing participatory approaches to
indruction and program management (Fingeret and Jurmo, 1989). The political assumptions out
of which they operate are more reformis than radicd in that they “privilege” the “lived
experiences’ of learners as the foundational basis for program devel opment.

It will be useful to explore Freire's core assumptions and develop a critique grounded in a
contradiction between Freire's concept of fase consciousness and his quest for a participatory
model of education. Specificdly, | question the oppressvelemancipatory polarity on which
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Freire's politics of literacy is premised. That is, | argue that at least within mainstream programs
within the United States, the consciousness of adult literacy learners as wel as the “objective”
higoricd gtuation in which both learners and teachers are engaged is more ambiguous than
Freire was willing to adlow. On these grounds, the “dudity” of consciousness that Freire sought
to tranform among the “oppressed,” represents an acute “reading of the world,” one that
deserves considerabl e respect.

In the four passonate chapters of Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire laid out the core
framework for a politics of literacy that with some important modifications, has remained
consdgent in its fundamental direction over 25 years. In his opening savo, Freire declared
“humanization” as the true vocation of dl people. With that he lad the foundation for his highly
charged polemic, drawing deeply on the European intdlectua traditions of exigentidiam,
humanism and neo-marxism, to create a Latin American text analogous to Frantz Fanon's anti-
colonidist work, Wretched of the Earth.

For Freire, humanization refers less to a completed state of being than a process of
continua  “becoming” through “praxis” wherein people, both individudly and collectively,
citicaly reflect on ther ongoing experiences. This is for the purpose of condructing a more
liberated society and culture that frees the “oppressed” and the “oppressor” from an
“unauthentic”  exisence.  While only “humanization,” is “man's [trug] vocation” (p. 28),
dehumanization remains a didinct posshility, which reflects much of the actud socio-economic
conditionsin Latin Americaamong the rural peasants and the urban proletariat.

At the core of such dehumanization is the oppressve force of “objective redity,”
paticularly crushing poverty that keeps intact the dominating power of socid, politica, and
economic dites. Such power not only includes a vastly unequa didtribution of materia goods
between the dite and impoverished, which Freire never minimized. More pernicioudy, the
oppressed have incorporated the image of the eite within their own consciousness and lack the
power within themsdves to expd the inveder from within.  “Freedom would require them to
gect thisimage and replace it with autonomy and responsibility” (p. 31).
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Viewing freedom more as a process than an accomplished fact, Freire placed a larger
degree of responshility on authentic revolutionary leadership to play a liberatory role.  For this
reason, the place of a critica, didogica pedagogy plays a @ntrd role in Freire's conception of a
culturd revolution. Although radicd educators have a more accurate sociologica understanding
of the sources of oppresson than the “people” enduring politicd, socid, and culturd
trandformation can only take place through a condructive didogue that attains their full
participation. In Freireé's vison, leaders and the people are embraced in an epiphany of mutud
love and interdependency. In therr present condition the people need the leaders to begin the
arduous process of gecting the invader from within. Without the full participation of the

people, in turn, the leaders are subject to “vanguardismi’. In Freire' s utopian view:

...the teacher-of-the students and the students-of-the teacher cease to exist and a new term
emerges. teacher-sudent with students-teachers. The teacher is not merely the one who
teaches, but one who is himsdf taught in didogue with the sudents, who in turn while
being taught adso teaches. They become jointly responsible for a process in which dl
grow....Here, no one teaches another, nor is anyone sdf-taught. Men teach each other,
mediated by the world, by the cognizable objects which in banking education are "owned
by the teacher (p. 67).

Freire podts a sharp dichotomy between “banking” and “didogicd” education that
conforms precisdly to his polarized politicd ideology. On Freir€é's reading, banking education

enacts “communiquées’ wherein those with knowledge bestow it upon those who lack it:

Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of
oppression, [the banking educator] negates education and knowledge as processes of
inquiry. [Ingtead, tlhe teacher presents himsdf to his dsudents as ther necessary
opposite... (p. 58).

In the barking modd, the curriculum reflects the vaues of the educators and, more
broadly, the dominant dite for whom education serves a normétive function to “fit” students into
their “appropriate” subordinate roles. As part of this “oppressive” ideology, the kanking modd
mirrors the socid hierarchy.  Thus, teachers talk while students passvely ligten; teachers sdect
content materids which dudents unquestionable accept, and most pernicioudy, in a padld
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structure to the broader macro world, “the teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while
the pupils are mere objects’ (p. 59).

The opposte of the banking mode is not the “celebratory” voices of students, though
they serve as a critica darting ground for a dynamic “pedagogy of the oppressed.” The problem
is that the people are so oppressed that they have incorporated the ideology of the dite insde
their own heads. The opposite of banking education, therefore, requires the expulson of those
“inauthentic” voices by the embrace of a new praxeology wherein people progressvely enact
their authentic vocation, “humanization,” through identification with the culturd revolution. To
accomplish this, the “people” and the leadership of the culturd revolution need to work in a
cdose, synergidic relaionship through a “problematized,” and thoroughly didogicd critica
pedagogy. This will edablish the climate where the oppresssd may expd the invader from
within and to initiate concrete action to overcome the oppressveness of any given “objective”
redlity that masks the contingent nature of dl historica experience.

As a postmodern Deweyan progressve there is much in Frerés work that | seek to
emulate.  Like Freire, | beieve that the connection between politics and education is
ineradicable. Moreover, | share his passion for praxis, that education has the capacity to change
redity as he puts it, “however smdl” (Freire and Macedo, 1987, p. 126). | share his belief in
didogue and the importance of student voice in the development of an indructiona program so
that education is with rather than for students and agree that “humanization’ is a fundamenta
human vocation that education should feclitate  Similarly, | am in accord with Freire's
understanding thet literacy is fundamentaly a “meaning meking” process whereby we “read the
word” in order to more fully “read the world.” Findly | agree with him that the educator plays a
fundamental role as a change agent by encouraging students to exercise a criticad inteligence in
their exploration of the world.

My fundamenta disagreement resides in the oppressvelemancipatory polaity that dill
characterizes Freireé's project, notwithstanding certain modifications of his earlier views such as

his diminishment of revolutionary rhetoric and his acceptance, where necessary, of pragmatic,
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reformist tactics. It is not his utopian perspective, per se, that is a issue.  Raher, it is its
radicd/revolutionary framework that pits “critica intdligence” and “lived experience’ in basc
oppogtion to each other. This oppogtion is often the case in adult literacy programs within the
United States, when they reflect a prevaling ethos of “late’ capitdisic formation in the
consciousness of the vast mgority of students and ingructors.  Freire and more generdly the
Girouxian school of radica criticd pedagogy have retrested somewhat againg such smplidic
antipathies.  Nonetheless, the overwheming impetus of their work is Hill characterized by a
hegemonic/counterhegemonious  polarity  with  “resistance” playing more of a role than
“revolutionary” praxis as a prevailing mode of operaing in a profoundly norrevolutionary
Ciety.

Such polarities remain coherent within traditiond Marxian and neo-marxian perspectives
with theory playing predominantly a criticd rather then praxeologica role.  Given Frare's
respect for the lived experiences of the “oppressed,” and the extreme unlikelihood of any
sugtainable sgnificant socid movement toward radicalism in the United States in the foreseegble
future, it seems unlikely that the radicadl dance can result in a meaningful “transformative”
praxis.  This is paticulaly the case within “manstream” adult literacy programs, however

progressive in tone they seem.

Middle Ground: Literacy as Growth and Art

Dewey wrote:

[Growth] is essentidly the ability to learn from experience; the power to retan from one
experience something which is of avall in coping with the difficulties of a later Stuation.
This means power to modify actions on the basis of the results of prior experiences, the
power to develop dispostions.  Without it, the acquisitions of habits is impossble
(Dewey, 1916, p. 44).

| set this essay in a “hermeneutics of hope’ rather than in any foundationa postion, on
the assumption that such space provides the best chance of redizing an “emancipatory”

pedagogy in a profoundly ambivaent, a best reformist political culture. This culture contains
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both untold opportunities and incredible condraints, unevenly digributed across the socid
landscape. My intention is not to replace radicd criticdl pedagogy with my own reformist
project as it remains uncertan whether even this more temperate political ideology contains
sufficient potency to recondruct the field of adult literacy education within a more redidic, yet
recondructive paradigm. Given the limitations of both the pod-indudrid vison of functiond
literacy and the radical camp of Freire, | argue that this reformist temper for a middle way
represents “the last best hope’ for adult literacy within the United States for the foreseegble
future.

In the effort to chat such a course | embrace certan of Freirés key ideas such as
humanization, didogue, critical reflection, ontologica openness, and the ineradicable connection
between political ideology pedagogica theory. On my reading of the world | interpret these core
characteridics through a reformist vison as the horizon of posshility, as the force fidd of
potentidity which dlows us to move “forward” into being and becoming. Therefore, from such
a reading | shal atempt to reconstruct Freire's emancipatory pedagogy through the progressive
gaze of John Dewey's philosophy of education. It is Dewey's core concept of growth enunciated
a the heght of the Progressve Era optimism a the beginning of this century that | seek to
gopropriate in the more pessmigtic climate of this century's end. Dewey characterized growth in
the following way:

If education is growth, it must progressvely redize present posshilities, and thus make
individuals better fitted to cope with later requirements. Growing is not something that is
completed in odd moments; it is a continuous leading into the future. If the environment,
in school and out, supplies conditions which utilize adequatdly the present capacities of
[for our purposes, adult literacy learnerg)... the future which grows out of the present is
surely taken care of. The migtake is not in attaching importance to preparation for future
need, but in making it the maingoring of present effort. Because the need of preparation
for a continudly developing life is greet, t is imperative that every energy should be bent
to making the present experience as rich and sgnificant as possble. Then as the present
merges into the future, the future is taken care of (Dewey, 1916, p. 56).

Dewey's philosophy of education was undergirded by a broad consensus that the
American politica and socid landscape had the capacity to creste a progressively better society.
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It is more difficult to be sanguine about that now and the collective work of Freire, Giroux,
McLaren, and Shor have made an important contribution in decondructing the benign influence
of liberaism on educationd theory and practice In pointing to the broad structura inequdlities
of life in the United States, the school of radicd, criticd pedagogy remains compelling, dthough
far from totaly convincing.

| cannot provide a path through the wilderness that leads to or even progressvely moves
toward the promised land of justice and emancipation, the halmarks of Freireé's utopia There is
no evolutionary tedeology imgplicit in my appropriation of Dewey's progressve, pragmeatic
philosophy for our times | draw on it dmost symbolicdly, smply as the most compeling
intellectud and praxeological gpace available, from my reading, for meking progress a dl in any
sustainable culturd and indtitutional sense; and my reading admits consderable pessmiam.

| draw, therefore, on Dewey's notion of growth as the primary hermeneutical space
avalable for maingream adult literacy programs within the United States. This assumption, in
turn, is based on the belief that the gap between the “literacy myth’ (Graff, 1979) and what
literacy actualy delivers for people who perss in the effort long enough is not so wide s0 as to
prevent the kind of growth to which Dewey refers.  One of the key dimensions © this is “making
the present experience as rich and Sgnificant as posshble” with the ultimate god of tranforming
lived experience into an at form that leads to a felt sense of transcendence.  Whether this is an
innate human capacity or an especidly pronounced phenomenon of the American culturd
landscape, we nurtured such an aspiration a the Bob Stede Reading Center, particularly through
a vaiely of dudent naraives where learners become authors.  These narratives were
incorporated into the curriculum for other learners who then were chdlenged to engage in smilar
at forms. Thus the synergistic relationship between experience and art represents an essentid
component of growth and can be incorporated into a reformist adult literacy curriculum,
paticularly on Dewey's notion of art as the “consummation’ of lived experience. Culturd critic

Giles Gunn provides keen insght on Dewey' s philosophy of art:
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The point he [Dewey] was emphdticdly intereted in defending is that aesthetic
experience is no different in kind but only in degree from dl other experience. It is an
attempt to refine, intensify, and subsdize the satisfactions potentid to, but not possble
for, nature itsdf. These satisfactions are at least potentid to nature because dl naturd
processes contain within themselves, as essential to their continuation and development,
the capacity to convert obstacles or impediments into instruments for further growth. Yet
these stisfactions are ill not possble for many natural processes because they do not
include within this cgpacity the ability to creaste new experiences out of meanings derived
from earlier experiencess What enables the transformation of the one into the other,
according to Dewey, is the agency of the imagination which he understood to be an
element in dl conscious experience (Gunn, 1992, pp. 88-89).

Such dimulation of the imegndion through the enhancement of new experience
represents an important, often overlooked component of adult literacy education. When such
enhancement crosses a certain threshold, experience, according to Dewey, is transformed into
at. Admittedly, this transformation is subjective, because at is a matter of taste and is
undersood more through intuition than cognition.  Stll, corsider the depth of expresson

articulated by one of Hartford' s former “illiterates.”

Sun set and the night roll around, | can fed my emation come down, but now as | pull
back the cover of my bed saying to mysdf tonight I'll forget tears fdling like the ran,
tears—another hardly knows my pain—tears—pal the tears your heart wouldn't hide—
tears—now the tears become a good nice rain. If | could go back and change the hand on
the clock, my heart would be saying you heard it, tick dock. For the one | love has gone
far away. It gets harder and harder to face another day--tears fdling like the rain, tears—
another hardly knows my pan—tears—all the tears you wouldn't hide—tears—now the
tears become a nice good rain, every night when | lay my head down to deep (Smith,
1991, p. 15).

Although this piece is particularly poignant, it is far from unique in the depth of emotion
it depicts within the emerging genre of dudent-generated materid crested by adult literacy
learners and their tutors. This growing body of literature portrays a vehicle that can enable new
adult writers and readers to achieve provocaively innovative at forms through powerful acts of
reeding and writing that a least on Dewey's reading, is as aesthetic, if not more so, than in
engaging the so-called "dlassics' of any traditiona canon.

In addition to tranforming experience into art, what Dewey refers to as a

“consummatory” experience, the other purpose according to Dewey, of making *“present
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experience as rich and ggnificant as possible” is that such a focus serves as the best grounds
possible for preparing people to meet the varied exigencies of the future. It is difficult to accept
Dewey's notion that given such an agpproach, “the future is taken care of,” conddering the
unstable economy of the contemporary period and the persstence of acute poverty in the nation's
urban arees.  Without profound dtructurd change, the future likdy will remain precarious for
many adult literacy learners.  Yet, in darting with the present rather than with a utopian ided,
this gpproach offers a way to help people prepare for the future by establishing opportunities for
them to enhance ther aesthetic senghilities through literacy. This in turn, might engble them to
develop the wide aray of sKills, aptitudes, and perceptions needed to meet the varied the
chalenges of coping with a complex and ambiguous socia world.

Congder David, a Guyanese student who entered the Reading Center program a age
nineteen. When he entered the program he possessed virtudly no reading and writing skills, but
he had obtained a job stocking shelves a a supermarket. He was offered a new postion there
loading trucks, but turned it down because of his ingbility to read meet labels which would have
prevented him from peforming his job adequately. Later, as David increased his literacy (as
well as his work experience) he was able to take a better job a a meatpacking company (Smith,
Bdl, Demetrion, and Michelson, 1993, pp. 14-24; Demetrion, pp. 1994, 25-31).

Although David’'s new job may not require much reading becoming literate played an
important role in enabling him to seek and obtain the new pogtion. That is literacy had an
indirect effect that advocates of competency-based programs need to ponder. There is not
adways (perhaps not even typicaly) a direct correspondence between measurable increases in
reading and writing aptitude and the ability to function more effectivdly in society. The critica
and somewhat myderious intervening variadle is the concrete particularity by which individuds
mediate affective, socid, and cognitive development through the emerging socid congruct of the
sf. Some of the factors that enabled David to seek and obtain the new postion included the
ability to read maps and road signs which expanded his knowledge of loca geography; the
ability to fill out job applications thereby, increesng confidence in communicating more
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effectivdy. What dso emerged was an overdl expanding sdf-perception which was the result of
a combination of increesng literacy, the empathy of his supportive family, and generd
maturation. David’'s future gods include obtaining his GED, becoming a nurs€s aide, and to
“communicate good with my wife and my son’ (Gruner and Demetrion, 1995, p. 42). Itisclear
that David is future oriented and wants to accomplish a variety of important objectives through
literacy. But, the primary way that he has developed his gptitude has been through concentration
on more immediate interests.

Among the topics that David enjoyed were ora history texts, an abridged volume of
Moby Dick, and news stories such as the Clarence Thomas Supreme Court hearings and the O.J.
Smpson trid, dl of which provide aundant opportunity to enable him to develop his critica
reflectiveness as wel as basc skills (Demetrion and Gruner, 1995, pp. 36-42). Interestingly,
none of these topics have any direct reationship to incressng functiondity within society, the
primary objective of competency-based adult education. Yet they al potentidly may play a
pivota role in the enhancement of his “growth,” if ther educationd vaue is exploited, to hep
David develop a variety of sills, aptitudes, and perceptions which then may be transferred to
“redl world” settings.

Of paticular interest is David’'s affinity for science. It is the sheer wonder of it
dimulated his curiogty. Although his precise underdanding of science dill is vague--he defines
it as, “how something is Stuated’—he senses that it represents a world of knowledge that could
expand his own horizon; and he has learned enough to redize tha there are “different ways to
put science on my leve.” Even though “I don't have a clear picture of what | want to say,” it is
evident that he is intrigued by a body of knowledge that apparently has little or no direct
goplication to any functiond god that motivates him. Yet, he inggts, “I want to experiment with
science. That kind of science | like' (Demetrion and Gruner, 1995, p. 36).

By tapping into his curiosty and wonder, the horizon of David's learning posshbility may
be expanded, enabling him to develop broader capacities to “functioni’” more effectivdy in other
aess. This is what Dewey meant by growth; “to utilize adequately the present [emphasis added]
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capacities’ (Dewey, 1916, p. 56) in order to expand on experience and to stimulate further
learning as the mogst effective way possble of preparing for the future. The key for David’'s on
going literacy development is the stimulation of his current interest.  As he puts it, “If the Sory is
interesting, | read better. If not | put it back” (Demetrion and Gruner, 1995, p. 36). These
ample sentences capture the essence of David's learning history which is remarkably congruent
with the sophisticated pedagogica philosophy of John Dewey.

We have abundant documentation of the vaue that learners & the Bob Stede Reading
Center dtribute to literacy in areas that are mid-way between the episemology and socid
reductionism of Forrest Chisman's conception of functiond literacy and the radica culturd
revolution that undergirds Paulo Freirés utopian praxeology.

| define this middle ground through the ontologica openness of John Dewey's vison of
growth. In such space the quest for community plays an important supportive role, but only
within a context wherein each person's individua gods are enhanced through literacy. On this |
am turning Dewey's socid theory on its head on the grounds tha in the late twentieth century,
“post-indudtrid” era, the quest for the “Great Community” has consderably eroded. What is
left, | argue, is an individudism that nonetheless seeks “completion” through what | would like
to cdl “the better” community. It remans individudism, by and large, and with notable
exceptions, which drives the quest for community in much of contemporary life in the United
States and certainly within mainstream adult literacy programs.  If that becomes obstructed, a
fundamenta source of motivation for paticipating in the progran—some form of oHf-
devdopment, dbet, often for profoundly socid purposes—is eroded. As part of a broad
ideology of “growth,” adult literacy learners dso are predominantly motivated by a quest for
incluson into the maingream raher than by any radicd resructuring of the socid inditutions
and cultural assumptions of "late" capitalism.

On the latter point, | take the pogtion that the quest for inclusion represents a powerful
“reading of the world” rather than a manifestation of “fadse consciousness’ in an utterly non-

revolutionary, neo-conserveive society with limited options for fundamenta structurd change,
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yet, with windows of opportunity, however smdl a times, for enhancement and growth. In
arguing thus | teke a praxeologica raher than a “critical” stance from the vantage point of
practitioners and participants in “maingrean programs, trying to improve the Stuation from
within.

| do not deny the value of Freireé's “reading of the world” as critique and as possessing a
certan praxeologicd vaue in given places and certain periods of time. However, | contend that
development over radica dructurd transformation represents the current “limit-Stuatiod” and
“force fidd of potentidity” that characterizes the primary opportunity structures of mainstream
adult literacy programs in the United States & this time.  And even this limited reformist space

remains precarious at best.
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