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ABSTRACT
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This study examines the literacies taught and valued by three major stakeholder
groups within an innovative welfare-to-work/adult basic education (ABE) program in the
northeastern United States. The program, which I call Women for Change, is examined
from the perspective of the program participants (a group of eight women on TANF who
are mandated to attend), program staff (four social workers affiliated with a local
university and one veteran adult basic educator), and the organization that provides
funding for the program. Using data collected from one-on-one interviews, participantobservation, and primary documentation used within the program, this case study reveals
substantive conflict in the primary literacy-learning goals held by each of the stakeholder
groups: The program funders want participants to find paid work; participants desire to
complete their GED certification and hope to meet additional interpersonal goals, such as
learning to communicate more effectively; and program staff want to help participants
develop self-esteem and meet other emotional goals. These disparate goals—and each
stakeholder group’s dedication to its particular objectives—create conflict within the
class sessions, producing a program that wasn’t as efficient at meeting any particular
goal. Based on these data, the present study makes three overarching arguments. First,
literacy learning programs—particularly those that work with adults—should solicit and
aim to incorporate at least some of the goals and learning objectives sought and valued by
learners. Second, adult literacy educators, especially those who work with ABE and
college-level writing students, must be prepared to help writers cope with the emotional
components of the literacy learning process, particularly by connecting them with
counseling professionals when appropriate. Finally, the connection between

writing/literacy learning and emotion suggests that a more capacious understanding of
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literacy is necessary. James Paul Gee’s notion of Discourse helps us begin to theorize
this broader understanding, but ultimately I argue that we must go farther than Discourse
to develop an “integrative literacies” model that more robustly accounts for the
relationship between literacy, identity, and histories of trauma.
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BACKGROUND AND METHODS
Introduction
The route to the building, the site of my research, looked the same to my Idahobred eyes as the route to anywhere in the northeastern US. Took an exit off of I-95, the
massive freeway that connects many of the most populated cities in this densely
developed and industrialized part of the country. Right off the exit, a school crossing
sign and an elementary school. I drive south toward the river that borders the city, past
row houses, a hair salon. Ahead, two stoplights, and over in the distance, a massive toll
bridge towers over houses. A woman pushes a stroller, an older child giggling in the seat
while the toddler helps push. An intersection, a sign pointing to a pizza operation, two
blocks down. A gas station advertising fuel for ten cents less than the going rate. I turn
left, pass a low, white concrete-slab building, home to a discount sneaker outlet. Across
the street, a bus stop with three people fanning themselves in the heat, and behind that, a
six-story tower built from what looked like the same white concrete slab. A new-looking
semi-circular green awning over the front doors gave the edifice some warmth and
carried its name: New Birmingham Hospital. This was my destination: the site, for the
three years prior to my study, of the Women for Change work-readiness program.
The research project I was about to embark upon—the one detailed in this work—
examines the ideas about literacy brought to, promoted, and enacted within an urban
work-readiness program by its three primary stakeholders—the program’s participants,
its administrators and staff members, and those who fund it. This program, Women for
Change (WFC), provides work-readiness training, general education, and psychosocial

counseling services to help its clients, mostly African-American single mothers in and
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around New Birmingham (an urban area in the Mid-Atlantic United States), learn the
skills and get the support they need to provide the necessities of life for themselves and
their families. The State Department of Work and Education funds the program through
a federal block grant, and Women for Change is staffed by social workers—both students
and professionals from nearby Parker University—and one GED course instructor.
While primarily focused on the long-term economic self-sufficiency of the
program participants, each of these stakeholder groups differ in the value they place upon
different program elements. As I will describe in the work that follows, the funders of
the program emphasize the employability of participants and their long-term absence
from the welfare rolls. The Women for Change administrators and staff members
primarily value the mental and emotional health of participants, seeking to give them
feelings of confidence and support that will carry them through the struggles of daily life.
The participants themselves desire the training and credentials they lack—namely, the
GED—although a few also appreciate the emotional goals and clinical counseling
provided as a mandatory part of the Women for Change program.
Throughout the course of this work, I will make three main arguments. First, I
argue for the value of incorporating learner goals in the overall program objectives and,
as clearly as possible, articulating the connection between the curriculum and what
learners hope to accomplish. In making this argument, I take Russel Durst’s notion of
“reflective instrumentalism” as a starting point. In Collision Course, Durst describes
“reflective instrumentalism” as a means of reconciling the pragmatic, career-based goals
of learners (in Durst’s case, students in a first-year writing course) with the more

philosophical goals of the instructors and program administrators, who in Durst’s case
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emphasize a literacy based on Freirean questioning and critique (178). As suggested
above and as I will detail in chapter 3, many participants in the Women for Change
(WFC) program felt derailed in their attempts to achieve their goals, namely, to complete
the GED. As I will discuss in chapter 4, many also resisted staff’s emphasis on clinical
counseling. A curricular approach that overtly and consistently acknowledges
participants’ pragmatic goals to obtain the GED while articulating the connection
between those goals and the emotional outcomes favored by WFC staff and
administrators may yield more success.
Second, I argue for a more capacious understanding of literacy, particularly for
programs like Women for Change, but also for more traditional learning venues. My
approach to literacy fundamentally builds upon, but ultimately goes beyond, James Paul
Gee’s concept of Discourse; that is, the construct that literacy involves learning the
“saying (writing)-doing-being-valuing-believing combinations” that mark one as a
member (or as a non-member) of a given group or community (Gee 526, emphasis in
original). Gee’s approach usefully connects literacy and language use to identity and the
social practices essential to a given social identity. This theoretical framework implies—
but does not directly include—considerations of individuals’ affect, particularly as one’s
affect may be impacted by past experiences of trauma, in relation to literate practices and
identities. In the work that follows, my goal is to make this connection explicit. That is,
I seek to construct a notion of literacy learning that sees individuals as humans in the
process of creating, connecting, and negotiating between identities. Viewing literacy,
trauma, and identity as intrinsically connected for many learners will help educators and

students alike understand the challenges many traumatized learners face when seeking
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to develop new literate identities, and why, in the process of developing these identities,
many disclose details of their difficult histories.
Lastly, connected to the argument above, I argue that literacy teachers are most
effective when they overtly attend to the emotional needs of their students. Classroom
practice and teaching methods—for this specific population and for others—should
include aspects of what has become known as trauma-informed care. Trauma-informed
care has been defined by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (US Department of Health and Human Services) as “a strengths-based
approach … grounded … in an understanding of and responsiveness to the impact of
trauma, that emphasizes physical, psychological, and emotional safety for both providers
and survivors, and that creates opportunities for survivors to rebuild a sense of control
and empowerment” (xix). Critically, this methodology “also involves vigilance in
anticipating and avoiding institutional processes and individual practices that are likely to
retraumatize individuals who already have histories of trauma” (Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration xix). As I will show in chapter 4, although WFC
administrators and staff privileged emotional and mental health goals, teaching practices
were not always congruent with them. As such, the Women for Change program risked
retraumatizing the very individuals they were attempting to counsel. At best, this
incongruity could have been experienced by participants as just another example of
public service organizations talking out of both sides of their mouths: Programs like
WFC insist that they want to help individuals overcome their struggles and become selfsufficient, and yet they (apparently) ignore the very real struggles these individuals face

in the traditional classroom and the specific goals they plead with staff members to help
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them accomplish. At worst, this incongruity may retraumatize participants and steel them
against social service and educational programs. If a program like this can’t listen to me
and tailor an approach to meet my needs, they might reason, then no program can. Thus,
implementing some tangible aspects of the trauma-informed approach in programs like
Women for Change, as well as in the traditional literacy classroom, would help engender
the feelings of physical and emotional safety that make learning possible.
Setting and Research Questions
At the time of my research, New Birmingham Hospital was being used primarily
as medical office space and a mental health care facility. On the ground floor, there was
a physician’s clinic that catered to Medicaid and low-income patients. On the sixth floor
lived patients who needed frequent, residential care. They were restricted to the sixth
floor, but occasionally one would sneak away, to be returned after visiting people on
other floors. The ground floor had polished glass windows and a large, arched oak desk
behind which were stationed two or three security guards. The hospital’s all-function-noflair façade belied a grassy courtyard behind the main building, in between the tower of
the main building and the annex, and a stylized statue of Christ the Redeemer above one
of the annex’s entrances. In the upper parking lot for employees, ringed by chain link,
the occasional security vehicle would slowly move. And if anyone ever felt unsafe, a
security escort to the parking lot or bus stop was encouraged.
New Birmingham residents took pride in their city. It has a proud colonial
history, being among the first places settled by Europeans and developed by the English.
In fact, a notable British explorer first set foot not far from the center of New

Birmingham. Industry in the area supported the war effort in the 1940s, employing
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nearly all of its working-class residents. A famous civil rights leader attended seminary
not far from New Birmingham Hospital. In short, New Birmingham had much to be
proud of.
Unfortunately, the dominant narrative regarding New Birmingham in recent
decades involved poverty, crime, drugs, and violence. An unpublished dissertation
described the decline in the New Birmingham economy as well-paying manufacturing
jobs left throughout the 1950s. African-Americans who had moved to New Birmingham
for work increasingly found themselves out of a job with few prospects. Those who
could, moved. The flight of working class Whites out of New Birmingham during this
period marked a demographic shift in the city. Many long-time residents remained even
as job opportunities dwindled and crime became common. A 1992 New York Times
article cited the “concentration” of urban problems in New Birmingham, including drugs,
gun violence, homelessness, and the spread of AIDS. In 2001, the FBI and allied law
enforcement ended the reign of one notorious drug gang only to return in 2009 to indict
21 members of another gang who had been dealing since 2003. New Birmingham had
garnered a reputation in the region as a place to avoid. To underscore this point, under a
previous president, Parker University made little attempt to connect with New
Birmingham, even going so far as to list an incorrect address for the University, using a
neighboring city’s name when technically the campus was well within New Birmingham
city limits.
Though the city had seen better times, folks were not ready to give up on this
community. There was some recent growth, controversial as it was. A casino opened up

nearby, and locals openly wondered if it would hire any of them or their neighbors. A
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new sports stadium opened later. Parker University, which had been actively ignoring
the community around it, began, under new leadership, to reach out to and help serve
New Brimingham. With the support of grant funding and university appropriations,
Community Social Work Services, a collaboration between Parker and a number of
community non-profits, set up shop in New Birmingham Hospital, miles away from the
manicured lawns and Doric columns of campus, near a busy bus stop and close to the
heart of the city. The Women for Change program, a specific offering within Community
Social Work Services, was part of this effort to leverage University and community
resources to improve the lives of those in the vicinity, hopefully building the foundation
for long term prosperity.
The Work of Women for Change and Community Social Work Services
The Women for Change program was part of a larger effort by faculty,
administrators, staff, and students at Parker University, called Community Social Work
Services (CSWS). According to its website, “CSWS is a …human service agency
developed by Parker University's Education Center for Social Work in collaboration with
New Birmingham’s Foundation for Education.” CSWS occupies part of the second floor
of New Birmingham Hospital and provides free psychological and emotional counseling,
advocacy services, and helps link clients with community resources to help them in their
day-to-day lives; these resources include temporary housing, utility bill payment
assistance, and help with legal proceedings. Graduate and undergraduate student interns
from Parker University’s social work and clinical psychology programs comprise the
bulk of the staff at CSWS; however, Parker faculty and staff also work there, guiding the

practice of the interns, acting as program coordinators and leaders, as well as directly
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providing services to clients.
Women for Change (WFC) aims to combine the CSWS’s counseling and social
services with in-house educational opportunities for women on public assistance. In
particular, CSWS staff members created WFC to help improve the work and life
prospects of impoverished women from New Birmingham and the surrounding area,
many of whom are African American single mothers who rely upon public
assistance/welfare to provide for themselves and their families. Further, this program is
intended to be a work-readiness program for women who have been characterized
informally, according to Cecelia and Madaline, the executive in charge of funding WFC
and the director of the WFC program respectively, as “‘difficult-to-serve’ welfare
recipients” by their case workers at the local State Department of Work and Education.
Often, WFC’s participants have been labeled ‘difficult-to serve’ because they have
exhausted their public assistance allotment and/or have been through other welfare-towork programs and have been unable to complete them.
According to Madaline, the program’s goals are to “address the barriers that the
participants may have to getting and keeping a job.” WFC considers these barriers
broadly and systemically, and offers not only needed job- and life-skills literacy training
(which in this case includes learning how to use computers, how to effectively present
oneself during a job interview, how to find job openings that match one’s skills, as well
as GED test preparation classes), but also provides, according to Madaline, “both group
and individual counseling to help the women address non-skill related barriers they may
have [in] finding and keeping a job. These could include personal issues such as histories

of abuse, low self esteem, domestic violence, and a host of other concerns.” In
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exchange for participating in the WFC program for 30 hours per week, each woman
receives what may be characterized as the bare minimum of public assistance: $200 every
two weeks, plus food stamps and medical benefits. Through a combination of WFC’s
multifaceted services, an extremely low benefits package, and the potential loss of even
those benefits by failing to put in 30 hours a week at WFC, welfare reformers figure that
these women have enough help and incentive to finally get off of welfare.
WFC seeks to differentiate itself from other similar job placement, job training, or
welfare-to-work programs in a few ways. First, WFC is designed, administrated, and
staffed almost entirely by licensed clinical social workers or clinical social work graduate
students. In fact, at the time of this research, only the GED/literacy skills instructor was
not a social worker within this organization. From its inception, WFC’s founders
intended the program to “remove the barriers” clients face in finding and maintaining
long-term employment, and conceptualized some of these barriers as solvable through
clinical group and individual counseling, as well as case management.
The curriculum of Women for Change reflects this relatively broad conception of
the barriers clients face. Participants typically attend classes four days a week (MondayThursday) for between four or six hours each day1, and engage in a variety of individual
and group activities. A group counseling session and computer literacy classes were held
on Mondays. Tuesdays were set aside for life skills and career skills courses.
GED/literacy skills classes were taught Wednesday and Thursday mornings, and
1

The number of hours each client must attend can vary based on a variety of factors,
including marital status, family size and children’s ages, and length of time on public
assistance. However, most participants were required to attend WFC programming for
between 20 and 30 hours a week.

participants could use Fridays to catch up on any homework from these classes or to
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search for jobs, either in the WFC offices or from home. Typically, few, if any,
participants spent time in the WFC classrooms and offices on Fridays. However, all
clients who needed more hours were sent home with enough work to occupy at least
those mandated hours.
Meet the WFC Staff: Jacqueline, Kendra, Wendy, Madaline, and Annabella
Staffing the summer 2010 cycle of WFC were program veterans, two of whom
officially became licensed social workers before the end of the program. Jaqueline, the
career skills instructor, was a personable recent graduate of Parker’s Master’s of Social
Work program. She was a member of the WFC team the previous summer, and says the
summer 2010 session is her “second cycle.” She describes herself as “a very positive
person.…” “I um try to pull like the good things out of life and try to use them. Don’t
really dwell on the muck,” she told me by way of an introduction, an orientation that no
doubt served her well in this program. Kendra, the life skills instructor, is warm and
confident. She has a good deal of experience teaching life skills and working as an
educator. By the end of this WFC cycle, she had earned her social work license. “My
background,” she told me at the beginning of our interview, “is in psychoeducation, so
but it [is] pretty much around um sexuality. And then as time went on I’ve done other
things. I’ve done problem solving skills, diversity skills, advocacy, talking to parents
with their children, all sorts of different stuff.” While Kendra says that this is her first
time doing clinical counseling, she has “supportive counseling” experience and brings
many skills to the program. She describes herself as a “27-year-old African American
female” who grew up across the state line but not far from New Birmingham. A self-

described introvert, Kendra said, “I really enjoy reading and writing and being kind of
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introspective. I like a lot of self-analysis stuff and thinking about improving myself and
ultimately helping improve others.” She told me about her particular passion for the
WFC program:
Some of the same situations they’re [WFC participants] dealing with in
their families, I went through. From being homeless with my family to you
know really struggling to survive and taking public assistance and all
those things. Um and sometimes I think when I work with the women or
people see me and they say, “Oh you like doing that work and helping
those people.” But like I am “those” people. You know, just with the
ability to have been resilient and have different opportunities. And that’s
something I’m really really passionate about.
Kendra’s perspective helped shape not only how this cycle of WFC was run but also how
I approached my research. Wendy, who described herself as “very goal oriented,” was
the computer skills instructor for this WFC session and for the two cycles prior (fall 2009
and spring 2010). A clinical social worker and sexuality educator like Kendra and
Jacqueline, Wendy “was brought up in a large Irish Catholic family. Very very strict
morals and values. And, I was the rebel,” she told me. A dedicated student and “the
most prolly time-anxious person you’ll ever come across in your life,” she said, adding,
“I’d rather be half an hour early than five minutes late,” Wendy feels her experience as a
rebel and dealing with the backlash from her family has shaped her:
I went off to college, met a boy, never came back. And then uh I decided I
wanted to study sexuality for my career. So, um. I love what I’m doing.
I’m very happy with my choices. There was a lot of times that there was
troubles and um no communication between people. But you know you
get through it and get over it and um that’s kind of I feel like it kind of
made me who I am today.
Wendy was helpful and kind, feisty and thorough in the classroom, and helped WFC
participants develop valuable computer literacy skills.

Heading up this program was Madaline Connor, Director of Women for
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Change. A graduate from Parker and social worker who had gone back to school after
may years in banking, Madaline was adept and both the managerial and counseling
aspects of her position. When asked directly what she most hopes clients receive from
their time in WFC, Program Director Madaline replied, “I hope the least they get from
this program is a feeling of support.”
The WFC staff member with whom I spent the most time throughout my
fieldwork was Annabella, the literacy skills (GED test prep) teacher. A veteran educator,
Annabella has been teaching for “quite a long time.” Although she has done a lot of
things in her life, she said she “always seem[s] to come back to teaching.” “I really care
for people,” she told me at the beginning of our interview, “and I enjoy teaching in the
New Birmingham area.” She feels she relates to WFC’s participants because she’s “had
some ups and downs in [her] life,” as well: “I have been on food stamps, which was a
very painful time in my life….I can relate to housing issues….So, maybe I bring a little
more empathy and understanding…to that [her work].” She had joined WFC fairly
recently—within the last two years—but had become an integral part of the team, going
as far as to serve as the program’s receptionist in addition to her teaching duties. “Miss
Annabella,” as participants referred to her, expected a good deal from her students, but
also brought a great deal of empathy and humor to the classroom.
WFC’s funders held the program in high regard. Cecelia, the local official who
oversaw funding for WFC, raved about the program. “I can’t say enough good things
about it,” she said. She revealed in our interview that administrators from the state

capital even paid a visit to the WFC offices to learn more about the program and to
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consider using it as a model program in other areas.
How This Research Project Came to Be
My interest in and involvement with WFC developed over the course of
approximately two and a half years, from the winter of 2008, throughout the summer and
fall of 2009, culminating in the data collection for this research during the summer of
2010. Due to funding shortages, the WFC program ended after the Spring 2011 session—
two cycles after this research was conducted.
The program started in fall 2007. My partner, Heather, was one of the first WFC
staff members, and we talked at length about the program before it began. I found
several of the things Heather told me interesting, but one thing she said held my
fascination like a jewel: The director and creator of the program wanted participants—
African-American mothers on public assistance or “welfare”—to tell their stories.
Computer training was a focus of this ten-week program, and the director hoped the
women would learn how to use a computer (including the laptop each took home after
completing the program) by writing about their life experiences.
The idea blew me away. Wow, I thought, tell their stories. The phrase kept
settling into my attention like a person I was falling in love with. I was a poet by training
and practice who had just begun a doctoral program in composition and rhetoric. I hadn’t
gotten too far into my studies, but I had read some of Shirley Brice Heath’s work and
Paolo Friere’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. I thought, to borrow from Friere, that a
literacy education focused on the material realities of participants’ day-to-day lives—that
sought to guide humans in reflection on the systems of economic and social power that

have marginalized them and silenced their voices—would foster learning, growth, and
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power in learners beyond what previous educational experiences could ever have done.
Tell their stories. In previous work, I had read education research that stressed effective
teaching and learning comes easiest when the material and methods have relevance for
learners. Recently, I read Carol Lee’s “Signifying in the Zone of Proximal
Development,” in which she describes the power of using students’ existing cultural
knowledge to teach new, challenging content. Tell their stories. And my own personal
experience taught me that writing—about your thoughts, feelings, constructing an
argument, speaking (or speaking back) to anyone or no one—can give a person focus and
feelings of empowerment and control that few other activities can provide. This, I
thought, was going to be good.
Most days, despite the challenges the women faced and the hard work such a
program requires, Heather came home buoyed by the progress and successes achieved by
WFC participants. But one day she came home frustrated, and I asked what was
happening. “The women, they aren't writing,” she said. “We ask them to tell their
stories, tell us about themselves and how they got to be in this program, and we get
maybe a sentence or two. They don't seem to know where to start.”
I thought. Two ideas came to mind. First, participants could have had an issue
with fluency, or production of text. I had learned a little about this in my writing center
work, but found this reason hard to believe. According to Heather, the participants had a
lot to say, not just in classes or their day-to-day work, but also in the group and individual
counseling sessions. Sure, writing and talking are very different acts. But I had recently
been working with teens in the area who had similar educational and social backgrounds

to those in WFC. While the teens didn't produce huge quantities of text, they certainly
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could put together two or three paragraphs in about an hour. So I wasn't convinced that
the women of WFC struggled with fluency.
No, the potential problem I zeroed in on was the indefinite rhetorical situation. I
had recently read The Elements of Teaching Writing, by Katherine Gottschalk and Keith
Hjortshoj. One part of this slim but very useful volume focuses on constructing writing
prompts. The authors suggest, for “rhetorical clarity,” writers should be able to answer
some broad questions about their work: “What am I, the author, writing about? For
whom? For what purpose? In what form?” (Gottschalk and Hjortshoj 33). How could
anyone suss out the answers to these questions based on the invitation to “tell your
story?” I thought. I was fairly sure all of the participants had an understanding of the
generic conventions of narrative, and this supposition was confirmed when I met the
participants and learned of their extensive personal reading lists, comprised largely of
genre fiction. They perhaps could have understood this prompt was meant to elicit
narrative of some type. But without a clear sense of who they were writing for and why,
even a relatively clear sense of form and content would not significantly clarify a murky
rhetorical situation. Where would they start? How much detail could they include?
What could be the consequences if someone outside of the intended or presumed
audience—such as a caseworker, welfare administrator, current or former romantic
partner, or child—were to read this writing? Given this brief, incomplete sketch of the
writing situation, it was little wonder that the women in WFC struggled to write.
My early work with this program, its staff, and participants, involved helping
produce writing prompts to address the indefinite rhetorical situation. Further, the

prompts were not part of a writing program per se; rather, they were intended to be
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more authentic—and hopefully useful—exercises to build facility with a particular aspect
within a WFC “course,” such as formatting text in Microsoft Word, or learning assertive
communication styles in the Life Skills course. Here is an example prompt from an
“Introduction to Microsoft Word” class:
1. Take time to write about the expectations you have of the Women
for Change program.
a. What do you hope to get out of the program?
b. What personal goals do you want to achieve?
c. You can write this as a narrative (plain writing format), a
bulleted or numbered list, or as a letter to one of the WFC staff.
These instructions have their own problems (e.g., inarticulately describing narrative as
“plain writing format” rather than, say, “storytelling” or something similar), but they
were a much needed step towards giving writers a more familiar, concrete space in which
to compose.
The GED/literacy skills instructor at the time, an experienced adult educator
named Cynthia, likely included some writing in her course; however, my work with the
program was limited to very small portions of specific courses. As such, then, my work
was not really aimed at helping WFC's participants tell their stories. But I did try to use
what I saw as the women's profound life experiences, understanding of narrative and
storytelling, and desire to claim their voices and be heard as a means of energizing their
work with WFC and a way of making their classroom work more personally relevant.
And, ideally, meaningful.
Increasingly it became clear that, in order to have the kind of effect on
participants that I was excited to see, that the research suggests may be possible, “telling
their stories” would have to form a very significant portion of the day-to-day work of the

program, at the expense of other very useful work. Indeed, drafting and constructing
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narratives would likely have to be a central goal for these impacts to be realized—a
notion that may be as practically challenging as it is politically challenging: Little time
would be left for “common sense” training on, say, time management and resume writing
skills, things that are more “practical” and politically defensible than storytelling. So I
started becoming interested in other portions of the program, namely, what is this
program teaching, both overtly and by way of its undeclared assumptions and
suggestions. This curiosity led directly to the present project.
Historical Context: WFC and New Birmingham in the Summer of 2010
My fieldwork took place in the summer of 2010, in the midst of the Great
Recession, a macroeconomic contraction. During its height (or depth), the official
unemployment rate in the United States reached ten percent in October of 2009. When I
conducted this fieldwork between May and July of 2010, the unemployment rate for
people in this state averaged 8.6%, while unemployment in the county in which nearly all
of my informants lived registered 8.2%. To put that number in context, the average
unemployment rate for the US then averaged 9.5% (US Department of Labor). This area,
then, statistically was not as troubled as others across the country. However,
unemployment in this area had just barely come off of a recession-low 9%
unemployment rate in April, suggesting that economically speaking, the environment was
about as bad as it was going to get.
The summer of 2010 was particularly tumultuous for both New Birmingham and
WFC. Due to miscommunication with SDWE staff members and some turnover within
the WFC program, recruiting participants for the summer cycle went poorly. Women for

Change is designed to serve between ten and twelve women per ten-week period
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(cycle), but by the time the first program sessions began, staff members were unsure just
how many individuals would participate. In fact, for the first four days of the program,
only one participant showed up. When more individuals began to attend program days,
many had very little understanding of what WFC was like and how it differed from other,
similar programs. For example, one participant (Lucy) understood Women for Change to
be another GED preparation program; as such, she was surprised to learn of the other
aspects of the program. I discuss this somewhat incomplete understanding of WFC and
how it may have affected participants’ expectations and reactions to the program later in
the text.
At any rate, low participant numbers got the summer 2010 session off to a rocky
start. In addition, when WFC staff members had finally enrolled twelve participants, a
variety of issues surfaced, complicating individuals’ abilities to attend or forcing them to
leave the program entirely. While day-to-day attendance is typically a concern for WFC
and programs like it (according to WFC staff members and the research literature),
participant turnover was not usually a problem with which WFC had to contend. One
complicated issue involved participants moving to different welfare-to-work/work
readiness programs. There were a number of reasons for this movement. One major
issue involved commuting to the WFC site in New Birmingham. Employment services
offices from across the county referred clients to WFC despite the fact that New
Birmingham is at a far corner of the county. This meant quite a bit of travel for some
participants. Further, nearly all participants relied upon public transportation to get
around. While the WFC offices were along a bus route, infrequent service and tricky

connections to other routes or transportation modes (e.g., subway, trolley, etc.) made
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long, difficult commutes for some. A few stuck with WFC despite long commute times.
One is Bernadette, who said she spent two hours each way commuting. Others found
placements closer to home or that better suited their situations. In any case, instability of
enrollment interrupted the development of community and the sense of routine that are
critical for participant buy-in.
Further, New Birmingham was the site of a great deal of violence and trauma that
summer. This small city of over 30,000 routinely suffers the kind of violence described
in the worst descriptions of inner city life. WFC officially started on Monday, May 24th,
2010, when only one participant appeared. Within eight days in New Birmingham, from
June 11th to 19th, four people were shot and killed, including a two-year-old boy who was
shot in the head through the door to his family’s apartment when he and his family were
“ambushed,” according to one news report. On the 19th, New Birmingham’s mayor
instituted a state of emergency and placed the city on curfew, allowing residents within
specific locations to only be out on the streets between 6am and 9pm each day. The
curfew lasted over a month—until July 23rd, 2010—and nearly through the end of WFC
(which ended on July 28th). According to local news reports, one person was killed
during the curfew. Incidentally, after a night in which at least three people were shot in
separate events on August 14th, many residents called for the curfew to return.
While not all WFC participants lived in New Birmingham, the violence that took
place within the city permeated the program and impacted its participants. One of the
program’s summer 2010 participants, Shante, was best friends with the mother of the two
year old who was shot and killed. Others who lived in New Birmingham seemed to

know or be familiar with other victims…and offenders. The town’s small size—and
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relatively insular nature—means there were few who were not affected by the violence in
some way. Annabella, the GED-literacy skills instructor and long time adult educator in
New Birmingham, pointed out that “Some people never know anything further than New
Birmingham,” suggesting that residents’ ties to the people and the place are strong.
Further, the effects and trauma that occur in the wake of such violence ripple out from
those directly impacted to other residents, even to those who regularly visit and work in
New Birmingham, such as the women of WFC. Again, Annabella noted, “Also, the
violence…this, this program started off with an awful lot of violence here in the city of
New Birmingham. That affects them [the clients].” While the specter of violence in
New Birmingham hung over this program cycle, the brave women in WFC kept
coming…most days. However, given the significant challenges each woman faced, they
should all be given medals for working as hard as they did, for participating as much as
they did.
As difficulty with WFC participant attendance may suggest, I had an equally
troublesome time getting consistent participation in my research. Learners came and
went, but I ended with a core group, all of whom completed enough work and time with
the program to graduate. In all, ten women completed the summer 2010 cycle of the
Women for Change program. Eight of those women chose to participate in this study,
and I was able to interview six of them: Aiesha, Darla, Iman, Lucy, Shante, and Sharese.
Two other study participants, Bernadette and Lupe, regularly participated in classes and
meetings; as such, they contributed a great deal to the data and results. However, for a
variety of reasons, they were frequently absent the days I attended the program and we

were never able to sit for an interview. Both were vocal session participants,
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gregarious and friendly, articulate and savvy, and others seldom had to guess about their
viewpoints. It would have been useful to interview them to get their pointed answers to
the research questions, but the absence of this data does not invalidate their participation
in this work.
Because of the relative difficulty WFC staff members faced in putting together a
full cohort (between 10 and 12 participants) for this cycle, they recruited participants
somewhat outside of their usual demographic. In particular, WFC sought clients who
lived in or very near New Birmingham. While living further away did not disqualify one
from participating in WFC, commuting distances and lengths acted as disincentives for
those trying to complete the program. One participant, Bernadette, explained that it took
her two hours to get home, mostly because of poorly aligned bus schedules. She wasted a
lot of time waiting for her connecting bus to arrive. Darla lived relatively close to
Bernadette, and it took her 90 minutes to get home each evening. The stress of such long
commutes impacted participants’ motivation and satisfaction with the program; for this
reason, and because of CSWS’s commitment to helping the community surrounding
Parker University, WFC staff recruited these more remote participants with perhaps a
little reluctance. However, the more remote participants, Bernadette and Lori, both
completed the program, suggesting that commuting time and distance can be overcome.
However, the greatest concern had to do with admitting a man into the program.
Since there had always been plenty of women to fill the seats in the program, WFC
administrators never needed to expand their recruitment to men. But due to the
difficulties WFC staff had in securing enough participants to fulfill their funding

agreements, they admitted a man into the program (after a good deal of debate).
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Women for Change had been designed specifically for women, particularly women of
color, many of whom were victims of intimate partner violence. Cecelia, the
administrator who oversaw funding of WFC, said of her clients, “[T]here's a lotta
domestic violence issues.” Even those with no history of partner violence frequently had
complicated relationships with the men in their lives. Speaking about what may be called
the “emotional” goals of WFC, Cecelia said, “And this man thing. You know, … they
need to realize they don't need a man. I mean, they can [have a relationship], but they
need to get self-esteem and and deal with their issues.” While Cecelia did not
specifically describe what “this man thing” was (other than suggesting that many feel the
need to have a man in their lives, even when it might not be in their best interest), staff
members and funders of WFC worried that the presence of men in the program—in the
classes and in the group counseling sessions—would affect some women’s ability to be
honest, focused, and grow.
The debate and hand-wringing was, it turns out, unnecessary: the man left the
program shortly after joining. I was never able to confirm what happened, but I heard
that he either found a job or joined a program closer to his home. At any rate, Women
for Change remained strictly female, with the exception of my presence as an observer.
Meet the WFC Participants: Aiesha, Bernadette, Darla, Iman, Lucy, Lupe, Shante,
and Sharese
Aiesha described herself this way: “I’m very easy to get along with. Yeah, I’m
kinda shy. Quiet. I have four kids that I love. They my errything. They like mainly the
only thing, people I have right now.” She also said, “I’m goin through some problems, so

I be a little frustrated sometimes.” Aiesha did not offer any more details about those
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problems, but she did say that “Talking to Kendra and them” as part of WFC’s group and
individual counseling was “a real big help.” Other than getting help with her problems,
Aiesha wants to use WFC “to get prepared for my GED test, ‘cause I really wanna get my
GED.” She has a number of career aspirations: “nursin’[…] own my own hair salon
[…], nail salon […] daycare, […] hotel supervisor.” Whatever path she chose, Aiesha
knew that a GED was important to her future employment prospects.
Aiesha was not quite the voracious reader that some women were, but she did talk
a lot more about her writing life. She wrote frequently, sometimes just posting “silly
comments” to Facebook. Other projects were more important. “Well, I be writin … my
boyfriend is incarcerated, so I write him like twice a week. [Pause.] Yeah, twice a week.
Er sometimes three times a week [laughs.] So I’m always writin a lot.[…] And I write a
lot cause I like teach my kids things.” Unlike many of her colleagues, writing
consciously formed an important part of Aiesha’s family and personal life.
Bernadette was one of the most vocal and positive individuals in the summer
2010 WFC session. A fan of video games and cartoons, Bernadette wants to earn a GED
to get a job in a hospital, although she didn’t specify what job she was most interested in.
At the time of my research, her daughter was one-and-a-half years old, and she had
recently lost a job she really liked. A dedicated member of this WFC cycle, Bernadette
reported to spend two hours on public transportation every day to get to this program. In
part because of this difficult schedule, I was unable to sit for an interview with her. Her
participation in this research, however, was vital. I am grateful for her participation.

Darla, the only White participant in WFC, is, like many of the others, open and
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gregarious—even a bit more willing to share the details of her life with me than most
others—happy, and very determined to get her future started. She had attended college in
Florida but stopped short of her degree because of a “personal situation with a boyfriend
who was stalking” her. During this break from college, she met her first husband and had
a child. After they divorced five years later, Darla went back to college part time but
stopped because, as a working single mother, “it was just too hectic.” Darla told me,
“Fortunately, I worked for a group of um pediatric surgeons that I was actually with for
eleven years that just kept moving me, you know, up the ladder. And I was like, ‘So,
why should I change?’ Even though I wanted to go back to school. Um. It was just too
easy for me to keep going, you know, the route that I was going.” Through her hard
work and this job, she supported herself and her son. Eventually, she met her second
husband. Unfortunately, she said, “we had an abuse situation that um that was ongoing.”
During the escalation in abuse, she and her family moved to the northeast U.S. and her
husband faced criminal charges both in Florida and her current state of residence.
Eventually, Darla filed a restraining order against him and worked on getting a divorce,
but during her time in WFC, her husband still lived in the basement of the house they
shared with their four year old daughter, a situation that caused continuing stress and
failed to remove the threat of violence from her homelife.
Early in our first conversation, Darla told me she was “not your typical person
that would be on assistance [welfare].” Her father was a physician and her mother a
nurse. The two divorced when Darla was still living with her mom, and her mother
worked extremely hard to support the family. While the educational background of

Darla’s parents might have been somewhat atypical for a person on public assistance,
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her history of intimate partner abuse, sadly, is not. The National Center on Domestic and
Sexual Violence tells us that “20 to 30% of women enrolled in TANF are currently in
violent partnerships, and approximately two-thirds have experienced domestic violence at
some time in their adult lives,” making intimate partner violence frighteningly common
for women who are poor (Cole).
Iman joined WFC a bit later than others, but her warm demeanor and charming
smile quickly won her friends. Strong and boldly honest, Iman shared in our interview a
lifetime of trauma: she had survived abuse at the hands of her neighbor and father, and
she had seen the murder of another neighbor by what she described as a “serial killer.”
“Those trauma,” Iman said, “they affected my education. I couldn’t get the education I
supposed to have because I was daydre- not daydreaming, um just somewhere else.” In
an attempt to escape these troubles, she “married this man. I just marry him to get off our
house,” because her family was “fighting a lot….Home was hell.” They moved to the
United States, then to Egypt, then were resettled (via a sponsor and help from the United
Nations) in Arizona. At this point, she said she had three kids, and she “didn’t enjoy, you
know, my life,” and was “going from job to job.” “I didn’t find myself in any of them
[those jobs], and I was suffering. My life was hell,” she said. After a time, he left her
and she moved with her three children to the northeastern U.S. She did not share why
she moved, but once settled in New Birmingham, she applied for public assistance and
was placed in the Women for Change program. Iman felt fortunate that this program
included clinical counseling; she shared that she had been in counseling for eight years
and was making progress dealing with her trauma through this intervention. Strong and

positive about her future, Iman looked forward to applying to college and earning
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qualifications to be a social worker so she could help others like her.
Lucy is attractive and smart, quiet and strong. A young woman who dropped out
of school when she became pregnant, she hoped to earn her GED with the help of the
WFC program. Lucy sometimes seems ill at ease in class and our interview, but she
quickly opens up and laughs and smiles a lot when her good friend Shante is around.
Anxious to finish her GED, she hopes Women for Change offers her the chance to
prepare for and pass the two sections of the exam she has yet to pass: social studies and
math (she passed the writing exam while in the program). She describes herself as “A
hard-workin’ person,” and hopes to get a job in the near future, “one that I like,” she said.
Lucy came to WFC for GED test preparation, and was a little surprised to learn about
other aspects of the program, like the individual counseling and Life Skills. While she
did take away something from these other elements, she remained extremely focused on
earning her GED.
Lupe is a strong, wise woman who was not afraid to speak her mind or ask for
what she needed. Affable and kind, Lupe wasn’t afraid to tell Annabella when the
literacy skills/GED test prep course wasn’t meeting her expectations (see chapter three).
This outspokenness and confidence made her an important part of the program, and it
helped embolden others to speak up, as well. Lupe read and wrote voraciously and was a
published poet, having her writing published in a book titled Me, Myself, and I. Given
the nature of this research, it would have been excellent to interview her. Sadly, her
attendance and my visits to the program rarely matched up after week seven, and I was

unable to do so. Still, her candor and willingness to speak up in classes gave me
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sufficient opportunity to understand her viewpoint and use her ideas in this research.
Shante, a self-described “tomboy when I was growing up,” lived in New
Birmingham with her five children—two boys, three girls. She dropped out of school
when, pregnant with her first child (a daughter), she grew tired of the harassment and
“people staring.” She hopes to earn her GED with help from the WFC program staff and
become an automotive technician. Bright and easy-to-talk-to, Shante told me, “I love to
read.[…] I’m not a writer, like I don’t write poems or any of that. […] I prefer to read.
I’ve read a LOT of books in my life.” She said she reads James Patterson,
mystery/suspense novels, and “Black novels.” Also commonly known as “street lit,”
Shante was reading a genre defined by Keenan Norris as “a body of American literature
produced by post-1980s black and Latino writers and deriving its formal structure,
narrative technique, and themes from the determinist and naturalist fiction of past epochs
[….] This genre is also undeniably tied to hip-hop [music and culture] in terms of its
origins [and] raw content” (xxii). She was reading novels during every break and
whenever she had a moment. At the time of our interview, she had just finished reading
Snapped by Tracy Brown. I asked her to tell me about the book and she ran through the
plot:
Snapped is about, uh, uh, a la- a girl who was married to the love of her
life. And he was uh, he was in drugs, like he sold drugs or whatever, but it
was like he was in a BIG drug ring or whatever. And she didn’t have to
work. […] So she was really happy wit her life. But what she didn’t know
was her husband wasn’t happy, because she let herself go, she was drinkin
a lot, you know. […] And he left his wife to be with his best friend[‘s
daughter].

She enjoyed the book but said it “killed me because it’s like, there gotta be another
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book to this book because the way it ended[….] It shouldn’t end like this unless there’s
another book but it doesn’t SAY there’s another book.” It ended, in part, with Camille,
the protagonist and jilted wife, “walkin up to her husband and his best friends where they
were, where they was stayin at now. She was walking up there to tell them a little secret
or tell them somethin. They [the author] never told what she was gonna tell them.” A
fan of suspense, Shante looked forward to the resumption of the story, which she told me
later continued in the book Aftermath.
Shante also sought to be a positive role model for her kids. She wants to earn her
GED because she feels like a “hypocrite”: “I sit up there and I tell my kids ‘Finish
school.’ Like, ‘You’re going to college. You don't have a option about that. You’re
goin’.’ And I just feel like a hypocrite because I didn't even finish high school and I
didn’t go to college or anything like that.” Reading and studying for her GED help to
make Shante, in her mind, a positive role model for her children.
Sharese describes herself as a “fun, easy-going person,” who “likes to be home”
with her kids. She has five children who, at the time of our interview, ranged in age from
ten to one year old. “They keep me goin’,” she told me in our interview. Hoping to set a
good example for her children, among other things, motivates her, as well: “Tryna um get
my GED. Always tell ‘em [her kids] you know, school is good. …You have ta go to
school. [If] You know what I know, you would stay in there. So, my kids are what keep
me goin everyday. That’s why I get up and do what I do.” Seeking a job in the medical
field, Sharese has only to pass her math test to earn her GED. Bright and optimistic,
Sharese sees the value in WFC’s literacy skills classes as well as its focus on

communication skills—something she knows will be valuable for her as a nurse, a
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phlebotomist, or any other medical professional who works with people.
Research Methods
This research is a case study of an innovative work readiness program for women
on welfare. According to John Cresswell, case study is one of the five traditions of
qualitative inquiry. More specifically, this research involved participant-observation of
twenty class sessions in which I recorded over 110 pages of typed field notes. In
addition, I collected dozens of pages of official class and program documents, copied
(with permission) a number of participant texts, and interviewed six out of eight WFC
participants as well as each WFC staff member and the funding agency administrator.
The interviews lasted from about 21 minutes to well over an hour. The research
questions I hoped to answer are as follows:
•

How do each of the stakeholder groups surrounding the Circle for Change
program (CFC)—the program participants, the program staff members,
and the agency that funds Circle for Change through grants—
conceptualize and articulate the program’s goals and/or their personal
goals for the program? How do these goals relate to one another?

To analyze the data, I utilized an inductive approach to content analysis, which
“involves discovering patterns, themes, and categories in one’s data,” rather than
approaching the data with a hypothesis (or hypotheses) worth testing (Patton 453,
emphasis in original). Content analysis, according to Patton, “is used to refer to any
qualitative data reduction and sense-making effort that takes a volume of qualitative
material and attempts to identify core consistencies and meanings” (453). Further, I have

used the general cycle of analysis-code generation-memoing described by Hesse-Biber
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and Leavy, in which one “dive[s] in and out of the data” as analysis and meaning-making
proceed, adding levels of specificity and forming new understandings in the process
(289-290). In my work, I ‘dove’ into and out of the data over the course of several years
(from the conclusion of data collection at the end of July 2010 to mid 2015) primarily
using the qualitative data analysis software package Atlas TI. This software allows for
importation, analysis, quoting, and coding of multiple forms of media—audio recordings,
video, text, and images—within one platform and without requiring wholesale
transcription of non-textual data; as such, transcription of interviews was done ad hoc,
allowing me to devote nearly all of my time to data analysis, coding, memoing, and,
eventually, producing this document.
In addition, my fieldwork and analysis take a social constructionist theoretical
orientation. Patton describes this theoretical approach thusly: “[C]onstructivists study the
multiple realities constructed by people and the implications of those constructions for
their lives and interactions with others” (96). One example Patton uses to illustrate this
approach, interestingly enough, involves a welfare-to-work program. A constructivist
evaluator would gather qualitative data “through open-ended interviews and
observations” from different stakeholder groups. Then, the constructionist researcher
“could compare clients’ perceptions and social constructions with those of funders or
program staff and could interpret the effects of differences on attainment of stated
program goals, but … would not value staff perceptions as more real or meaningful”
(Patton 98). Although the present study is a case study and not an evaluation, Patton’s
example bears a number of similarities to my work. Namely, I seek to understand, in

part, what it is that each group thinks clients need to be financially self-sufficient and
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meet their educational, personal, and employment goals. In addition, this theoretical
orientation allows for multiple perspectives to be heard and valued, especially those of
the clients, whose voices are frequently left out of research on ABE and programs
designed for welfare recipients. Thus, the constructivist orientation fits this work best.
One of the main goals of this research is to understand the constructed realities of
WFC’s stakeholder groups and place those realities in relation to one another and in
relation to the extant literature. The constructivist theoretical frame allows me to do this
without necessitating any claims about whose perspective is “correct.” Further, it allows
me to cast my research and conclusions within the context of my own experience,
background, and culture. This is critical for ethnographic fieldwork as the researcher “is
the instrument of data collection” (Patton 51). As a product of my culture and
experiences, I will tend to pay attention to those things that I have been conditioned to
value and am more likely to ignore those things that I do not recognize, do not value,
and/or do not understand. Thus, I can make no claims to representing an objective or
disinterested reality; rather, I can only tell one partial segment of one story of this
program and its stakeholders.
However, within all research but particularly within qualitative studies, the
investigator must take steps to ensure the rigor of one’s research via appropriate study
design, data collection, analysis, and reporting methods. Yvonna Lincoln and Egon Guba
argue for the use of “trustworthiness” in place of “rigor” in evaluating naturalistic,
qualitative research, and propose four concepts to build trustworthiness: Credibility,

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (18-19). To promote credibility, I
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have included three elements suggested by Lincoln and Guba. They are
•

Prolonged engagement—lengthy and intensive contact with the
phenomena (or respondents) in the field to assess possible sources of
distortion and especially to identify saliencies in the situation;

•

Persistent observation—in-depth pursuit of those elements found to be
especially salient through prolonged engagement; and

•

Triangulation (cross-checking) of data—by use of different sources,
methods, and at times, different investigators. (18-19)

I attempted to meet the criteria of prolonged engagement by sitting in on (and taking field
notes during) 20 class sessions (out of 40 total sessions) over the course of the ten week
program, as well as by conducting one-on-one interviews with members of the
stakeholder groups totaling over eight hours and collecting dozens of pages of primary
documents from staff, participants, and the funding agency. Persistent observation was
achieved through interviews focused on not only on the research questions but also on
emerging issues and patterns, such as the felt value of a GED and issues with clinical
counseling. Triangulation also forms an important aspect of my study’s design. Patton
cites Norman Denzin as defining data triangulation as “the use of a variety of data
sources in a study” (Patton 247). In the present study, I used three broad sources of data:
over eight hours of audio recorded one-one-one interviews, over 110 pages of typed field
notes taken during 20 participant-observation sessions, and dozens of primary source
documents produced by program staff, participants, and the agencies that regulate and
fund WFC and programs like it. By including many different data sources and

perspectives on the Women for Change program, I hope to achieve a stronger sense of
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validity than by using any one data source alone.
In the promotion of “authenticity,” an aspect of Guba and Lincoln’s
methodological rigor, participant-observer research should include some degree of
reflective, critical self-evaluation of the researcher him- or herself. Here is my selfevaluation: I am a White male from a working-class background whose family had
middle-class aspirations. I was fairly young (35) during the data collection phase of this
project, and not much older for the analysis. I was, however, a bit older than the typical
WFC participant. I am educated, having completed both bachelor’s and master’s degrees
prior to my enrollment in the PhD program that led me to this dissertation project. Most
of WFC’s participants have yet to complete a high school-level education.
It’s difficult to articulate how I saw WFC’s participants. Overall, I wanted to be
liked by them, and saw ourselves as being more similar than different. My family was on
public assistance for a portion of my pre-teen years, and I recognized the struggle they
had making ends meet, making their children happy, and trying not to let their situation
overwhelm them. Of course, our experiences on welfare were quite different. I had
grown up in a safe, middle-class neighborhood in the intermountain West with two
parents who were present and clearly loved me and my three siblings. The women I
joined in WFC were single mothers, and most were people of color who lived in one of
the most dangerous cities in the country. Clearly, despite my identification with them,
our lives were worlds apart.
Also, I saw them as quite intimidating. I’m shy and introverted by nature, but the
cultural and social differences between us—the fact that I was a White male outsider

coming into their space to get permission to observe them and ask questions—made
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me view most of them with fear. Darla (WFC’s only White participant) and Iman were
openly warm to me, and my fear regarding these two women quickly dissipated. Lupe
and Bernadette were chatty and friendly to me and to others, and so I was more willing to
reach out to them. However, I viewed Lucy and another woman who declined to
participate in the study with some anxiety throughout the program.
I can’t, with intellectual honesty, say that these feelings had nothing to do with
race or racism. While I actively promote the cause of racial and social justice for those
who are disenfranchised—such as those in the Women for Change program—I cannot
state unequivocally that racism and/or unconscious bias had no effect on my approach to
this work.
While perhaps not pointedly about race, one telling example sticks out in my
mind. Throughout the first several weeks of the program, I noticed that Lucy would
regularly beat, with what appeared to be significant force, on the side of her head. I
didn’t know how to interpret this. I assumed, given the mental-health focus of the
Women for Change program, that Lucy had some disorder or tick that compelled her to
strike her head from time to time. No wonder she might have trouble finding a job, I
thought, people must think she’s crazy. I felt ashamed of my judgment of her as mentally
ill, but hoped the program could help her. One day, Annabella mentioned off-hand how I
may have noticed some of the participants beating on their heads occasionally. “That’s
because of their weave,” she said, referring to the wigs that are common among Black
women. “That’s how they itch their heads without disturbing the wig.” While relieved

that Lucy wasn’t hitting herself because of mental illness, I learned that I was making a
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number of assumptions about participants without realizing it.
Patton and Hesse-Biber and Leavy argue for researchers to include descriptive
reflections about the research process somewhere in their reports, as it fosters both
trustworthiness in the researcher and allows the audience to more clearly understand and
critique the approach and limitations of the researcher and the study. Patton puts it this
way: “Qualitative inquiry, because the human being is the instrument of data collection,
requires that the investigator carefully reflect on, deal with, and report potential sources
of bias and error” (51). I find this particularly relevant in this study, as my subjectivity as
an educated, employed White male in a relative position of power undoubtedly impacted
every aspect of my work. As such, “potential sources of bias and error” are everywhere.
Potential Sources of Error
In many ways, I was ill equipped to conduct this research. To begin, I approached
this program and research with the lens of a literacy researcher. This lens may make it
difficult for me to see, as Barbara Lee puts it, “the limits of [a particular] theory about
what the ‘problem’ is” (Lee 337). My assumption, in part, involves a theory that
literacy—or a lack thereof—is a piece of the “problem” WFC aims to solve. This lens
fostered an interest in and a data-collection focus on the reading and writing practices
sponsored by WFC, especially in the early part of my research. This focus excluded
many other potentially significant viewpoints. Further, it excluded the collection of
various other kinds of data—such as evidence of the amount and quality of clinical
counseling each participant had received, or the past work experiences of each individual.
This limitation should be taken into account when acknowledging my findings.

I need to mention, however, that part of the reason I was so fascinated by WFC

36

initially had to do with what I presumed were the unrecognized literate abilities and
practices that program participants brought to it. I knew, for example, that they had more
than enough ability to “tell their stories,” and suspected that WFC and other welfare-towork/work readiness programs underestimated the intelligence, skills, and knowledge
clients brought to the program. And I did focus a number of interview questions on the
literate practices participants engaged in outside of the classroom and other official
spaces. As mentioned above and throughout this work, the women of the summer 2010
cycle of Women for Change were high-functioning literacy practitioners. Aiesha wrote
letters to her boyfriend two to three times a week. Lupe was a published poet and avid
reader. Iman read a number of self-help books and wanted to use WFC’s educational
component to propel her into a college social work program. And Shante read all of the
street lit she could get her hands on. I say this to contextualize and possibly temper my
own (and possibly your) critique regarding the participants’ “lack of literacy,” or their
literacy “problems.” It is true: I assumed most (if not all) participants would benefit from
the kinds of literacy skills learning that was integrated within the WFC program. At the
same time and very much within the tradition of Shirley Brice Heath and New Literacy
Studies scholars (see below), I also assumed that participants brought to WFC rich
literate practices that could and should be leveraged to develop identities as workers that
were more recognizable to specific employers.
In addition, my affinity for the theoretical principles of New Literacy Studies and
many of its standard-bearers, such as James Paul Gee, Brian Street, Gesa Kirsch, and
Cindy Selfe, influenced my approach to the WFC program as attempting to create (or

modify) in participants a kind of socially-recognizable identity—one that was valued
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by employers, whatever that meant or looked like. (For more background on these
theoretical approaches, see chapter two.) As such, many of my observations and
questions focused on the types of people WFC participants thought they were, as well as
how program staff members and funders thought participants needed to change in order
to improve their lives (mainly through the acquisition of long-term, full-time
employment).
Here is where a whole slew of assumptions—on the part of the program, the
broader culture of which we are part, and perhaps on the part of literacy educators
everywhere—become relevant. One shared but important and obvious assumption
involves the relationship between literacy learning and improved economic opportunity.
As I will discuss a bit more broadly in chapter three, Harvey Graff’s notion of the
“literacy myth” applies. The literacy myth is the idea that “the acquisition of literacy is a
necessary precursor to and invariably results in economic development, democratic
practice, cognitive enhancement, and upward social mobility” (Graff 1). My approach as
a literacy researcher in many ways suggests belief in Graff’s myth, particularly for this
population. In short, the presumption is that I believe learning at least some of the stuff
included in the GED course (and other courses) can have a positive impact on the
outcomes for WFC participants. I complicate this assumption in chapter three, but I’d be
dishonest if I said that I expected none of the literate practices taught in and sponsored by
WFC to help participants lead better (perhaps more economically productive) lives.
A related assumption is the idea that the Women for Change program can help
remove some of the barriers participants face in getting and keeping a job. That is, that

this specific program—what is taught and learned in it, as well as the practices and
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support included in this program—can help. To their credit, WFC program designers,
staff members, and administrators see the barriers to employment faced by participants
broadly. While some individuals do, in fact, want (and perhaps need) to complete a
GED, others need case management—a term that refers, in part, to the assistance
provided by social workers to deal with the institutional aspects of being on welfare or
other social service bureaucracies. In performing case management, WFC staff members,
for example, help clients find affordable childcare and work with other administrators
when there is a problem with a TANF distribution. As such, WFC understands the
barriers faced by participants to be much larger than life skills and GED test prep courses.
That said, if they felt these other classroom-based activities were completely useless, they
wouldn’t be offered. Thus, there is on a deep level the assumption that this kind of
learning improves the lives of those in this program.
Further complicating things is the assumption that people can and should be selfsufficient economic agents. I was troubled time and again (see my exchange with Shante
below) by this program’s irrefutable assumption: that the state in which the WFC
participants were living was unacceptable, and they should have already found a way to
provide for themselves and their families economically. I could see the weight of this
assumption in the questions I asked and in the fact that WFC’s participants needed to
meet attendance requirements to receive their small amount of cash assistance.
Perhaps one of my faults in this process was that I did not give or make available
an alternative subject position in which it was acceptable to not want to be a wage earner
outside of the home—or even a position in which staying on public assistance is a

practical and morally available option. While the practical limitations of remaining on
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TANF may have played a role in this limitation (many WFC participants had been
labeled “hard to serve” and were nearing the end of their TANF eligibility), it is clear that
other subject positions should have been obviously available. As Karen Seccombe points
out, many on TANF work and earn money and other material benefits (food and
childcare, for example) within informal economic networks. That is, an individual may
get paid for housekeeping and childcare performed for others, but because of the informal
and ad hoc nature of this work, governmental agencies wouldn’t know about it. Thus,
this worker would still be considered unemployed, regardless of the amount of money
earned or hours worked. Further, such work receives little acknowledgement and
sanction within programs like WFC. Formal, wage-earning work is the norm and the
presumed goal for participants in essentially all welfare-to-work programs2. While
accurate data regarding the number of TANF recipients and others who participate in this
informal economy are notoriously difficult to obtain, Samara Gunter estimates that
between 12-19% of TANF recipients participate in some way in the informal economy
(20). My inability to create space for this kind of working identity—or even a nonworker identity—is another potential source of error that must be considered.
In addition, one should note that ideas of financial self-sufficiency, particularly at
the lower ends of the income spectrum, can be somewhat overstated. While the ideal
goal of programs like WFC is to ensure that families will eventually be able to earn
enough income (or have enough resources) to meet their basic needs (food, shelter,
2

WFC staff member Kendra did suggest that participants acknowledge the work done
(like childcare) and skills developed in the informal economy, encouraging them to
develop this work into a formal business. But again, the implication is that this informal
economic activity is not sufficient and not the normative goal.

clothing, medical care, education, etc.) entirely on their own, this is nearly impossible
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for even two full-time workers earning near the federal minimum wage supporting one
child. Thus, welfare reform and programs like WFC, many argue, are less concerned
about self-sufficient families than about reducing governmental program costs. As
Deborah D’Amico points out in Adult Education and Welfare-to-Work Initiatives: A
Review of Research, Practice, and Policy, one of the goals of welfare reform was to push
responsibility for helping support struggling families onto other non-governmental social
structures, like extended family members, churches, food banks, and other charities. As
such, my questions about and orientation toward having participants find paid work
outside the home that makes them fully self-sufficient may be disingenuous at best and,
at worst, another source of error.
Likewise, who I am and what I represent cannot but affect the kinds and qualities
of responses I received from participants, especially during interviews. I was intensely
self-conscious in all of my interviews with participants, and I think this feeling was
palpable. My Whiteness, my maleness, my privilege, and relative financial stability hung
off my shoulders like a lead x-ray apron as I asked questions such as, “How do you
define success?” and “What do you need to be successful?” All of this against the
backdrop of their participation in a program that seeks to get them off of welfare—
whether they are ready, willing, and able to do this or not. The subtext of an educated
white man asking these questions to them in this setting had to be palpable.
If they felt judged, condescended to, or put into a position to give a pat, expected
answer to obvious questions, they typically did not let on. Responses were insightful,
honest, and detailed. But there were distinct moments when the judgment of others—and

perhaps my presumed judgment—was apparent. Darla, when I asked how long she had
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been on public assistance, prefaced her reply, “I’m not your typical person that would be
on assistance. My dad was a doctor. My mom’s a nurse.” As I mention elsewhere,
Darla goes on to explain that due to “an abuse situation” with her violent and controlling
partner, a local anti-domestic violence organization helped her to get on welfare to
support herself and her daughter. As such, she sought to demonstrate how her presence
on the rolls was an anomaly, as events in her life led her to have no choice but to take
assistance.
Shante, at one point in our interview, adopted a tone and style of speaking that did
suggest she felt some judgment or at least a sense of what the expected response was.
While I don’t doubt that my presence as a White, educated, young, privileged male
impacted responses and participants’ feelings about their participation in this program
and the research, some of Shante’s feelings at this point in the interview may have arisen
from the line of questioning with which I began. Here are our first exchanges, beginning
about 50 seconds into our meeting:
Ryan: I guess one of the questions that I have since one of the main ideas
that we’re talking about has to do with, um, like being successful? What
do you think, how would you define like what being successful means to
you? Like, what would what does that look like, those type of things?
Shante: [Well, I guess I would say nothing too exciting.3]
Ryan: (Laughter)
Shante: Like, happiness and like my kids being happy.
Ryan: Yeah? (Pause) OK. And what, what do you think kinds of things
make you happy and what kinds of things do you think make your
children happy?
Shante: Well, the thing that can make me happy is um just taking care of
my kids and knowing that they got what they want and what they need.
Ryan: Um-hm.
3

Due to poor audio quality, this passage was unclear, so this is my best guess at a
transcription.

Shante: And to make them happy (unintelligible).
Ryan: Yeah? (Laughs)
Shante: (Unintelligible)
Ryan: Yeah? Um, what kinds of things ah, what kinds of things do you
want to give them that they want?
Shante: That they want?
Ryan: Yeah.
Shante: Well, I guess for my oldest son I would say he doesn’t have a um
he has a [Nintendo] DS but he duh he actually just broke it.
Ryan: Ohhh.
Shante: So, either a new DS or you know the type of games that hook up
to the TV and all that. So.
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By beginning our conversation around the idea of “success,” and the possible
suggestion—through being on welfare and perhaps not always being able to “know…that
[her kids] got what they want and what they need”—that Shante may not meet even her
own definition of the term, I could have placed Shante in a position to become defensive
or to resent me or her participation in the research.
Over the next two minutes, I mostly fumble and stammer. I ask Shante what it
means to her to “make a living.” When she replies that my question doesn’t really make
any sense, I struggle and backtrack, perhaps sensing that I’ve already boxed her into a
space where the conversation was about money and financial resources…and the fact that
she had none of it. In retrospect, it would have been easy for her to see my questions as
creating a narrative of lack, dependency, and perhaps a sense that she is personally
responsible for all of it. It is her fault—her failure—in some capacity of life that has led
her to this place.
To take another tack, I move on to one of my central research questions: What do
WFC participants feel they need to make a living? To Shante, I ask the question this
way:

Ryan: So, in terms of like getting your family what they want and being happy,
what kinds of stuff do you feel like you need—skills, like abilities,
whatever the kinds of things—do you feel like you need to be able to do
that?
Shante: Well, me personally, I want to go to school for automotive
technician. Um, so I would definitely need to go to that type of school
that has that.
Ryan: Yeah. OK.
Shante: And get my certificate. Certification. So that I can be happy and
provide for my children.
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The tone of Shante’s voice in the last line, particularly in the last three phrases,
changes to an almost sing-song one. It is no longer straight-forward. She exhales as she
says the words, “So that I can be happy and provide for my children.” Maybe in this she
signals how tired and pat that part of the answer is? Or maybe she’s telling me this is a
waste of time if I’m just going to ask her whether or not she really wants to get off of
welfare and how she personally will go about doing so. It is unclear precisely what she
meant. Her tone changes soon after this exchange, as I begin asking her about why she’s
interested in that line of work and, further along, about what she hopes to get out of this
program. Still, it is clear that at least some of my informants, at least some of the time,
likely felt judged by me and by the White, educated, privileged, middle-class world I
represented. And there is no question that who I am impacted to a great extent what the
informants would and would not tell me.
I had also been informed by WFC staff members that most, if not all, program
participants had trust issues with men. Many had been abused mentally, physically, and
sexually by men. Others had garnered a deep distrust of the men in their lives. So to say
that I acted cautiously around the women in our one-on-one interviews was putting it
lightly. I put space and physical objects—the table, my laptop, a tiny vase of fake
violets—between us. I left them an unobstructed path to the open door to help them feel

less trapped. And I kept the door open, even if slightly. During one particularly
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intense interview with Iman (see chapter four and five for her story), the ambient noise
outside our office became so loud I worried my microphone wouldn’t pick up her soft
speech, and I wanted to partially close the door to keep more noise out. But I worried
this would potentially trigger a response in Iman regarding her safety, either consciously
or not. Here’s what we said:
Ryan: So you want to be a social worker? What is it that you feel...I’m
gonna. Close the door just a little bit. So I’m not, so it’s a little bit.
Quieter.
Iman: No problem. You can close it. It’s all right with me.
Ryan: [Unintelligible]
Iman: I’m not afraid of you.
Ryan: Uh! (Laughs)
Iman: (Laughs) (Unintelligible)
Ryan: I I appreciate that but. I st I still I’m vuh I I uh just yeah.
Iman: Respect.
Ryan: Respect, yes, and really I very much want you to feel safe and and
and so that’s
Iman: Oh I’m safe. Don’t worry about that.
Ryan: OK. (Laughs) Very good.
Iman: After all I told you!
Ryan: (Laughs)
Iman: You’re supposed to know nothing would a-scare me anymore.
(Laughs)
Ryan: Yes. Very good. OK. Very good.
Iman: Don’t worry.
While not necessarily typical, this exchange shows the strength of the women in this
program to put aside their past experiences with certain groups—teachers, counselors,
social workers, men—and participate openly and vulnerably within it while interacting
with people from these groups. Iman’s words suggest that some rapport developed
between me and WFC participants. While very flawed, I hope that my representations of
these brave and strong women honor the trust and honesty they showed me.

Overview: The Rest of the Work
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The chapters that follow help to articulate and develop the arguments I summarize
at the beginning of this chapter. In chapter two, I present a review of some of the
relevant research for my study, covering past studies in the fields of adult basic education
(ABE), literacy studies, and what works for TANF clients in welfare-to-work/work
readiness programs, with the goal of providing adequate background to understand the
theoretical and methodological context for the WFC program and my research approach.
In chapter three, I present my findings regarding the contentiousness of the literacy/GED
test prep portion of the WFC program. While earning a GED was a clear point of
emphasis (and pride) for many WFC participants, staff members and funders
deemphasized this goal, for a variety of reasons. Here, we see that clearer
communication and more integrated curricula may help all stakeholders better achieve
their goals. Chapter four presents data regarding participants’ ambivalence toward the
clinical counseling portion of WFC. Focusing on the emotional well-being of learners,
WFC staff members required group and individual clinical counseling as part of the
program. Participants both embraced and resisted these program elements, as well as
others that overtly engaged them in emotional work. My data suggest that for this
population (and for other learners, as well), attending to the emotional state of learners in
the classroom is a critical component to meeting educational outcomes. In chapter five, I
reframe the curriculum and experience of the WFC program, recasting it as one that
teaches a specific sort of identity—what James Gee would call dominant Discourse—and
move beyond Gee’s formulation to sketch out what I call the integrative literacies model.
This model asks educators to view their programs holistically and to do more to foster the

relationships between one’s real-world identity and those taught within a literacy
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program. This model implies that all literacy programs, from ABE to First Year Writing
and everything beyond, should account for a learner’s emotional state—and potential
history with trauma—as that learner develops new literate identities.

CHAPTER 2
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MAPPING THE TERRAIN: RELEVANT PARADIGMS FOR ADULT BASIC
EDUCATION AND WELFARE-TO-WORK PROGRAMS
Much has been written regarding how to best understand the experiences of
individuals in programs like Women for Change. Of course, as far as theory and
aggregated data are concerned, the people participating in WFC may be members of
many different broad categories: adult learners, non-high school graduates, TANF
recipients in a work readiness program, and trauma survivors, to name a few of the more
salient ones.
In this chapter, I will detail some of the research, data, and broad theories that
pertain to the experiences of those participating in this study. I draw this material from a
number of disciplines, including education, English studies/composition and rhetoric,
linguistics, psychology, and social work. Just as the women of this program have lived
experiences that intersect many different categories of race, gender, sexuality,
educational background, and socioeconomics, the concepts discussed below are also
located in and intersect a variety of disciplinary boundaries. In some disciplines, the
amount of data and the number of theoretical approaches are quite large. My purpose in
the following pages is not to be exhaustive in my coverage of the applicable concepts;
rather, I aim to describe the most useful broad concepts in the literature regarding the
possibilities of programs like Women for Change. I also plan to focus specifically on
theories or studies that have similarities to, or a resonance with, the present study. In the
chapters that follow, I will examine the experiences of those involved with WFC in light
of these ideas, considering the usefulness and limitations of these approaches.

The Women for Change program, like all educational programs, are
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ideologically and discursively contested spaces. Programs, participants, policy makers,
researchers, and educators may all have different ideas about what’s valuable in spaces
like WFC. Below, I hope to lay out some of the common theoretical bases for programs
like WFC. Part of the argument I make later (chapter 5) involves my belief that WFC
sold itself short as a literacy program. If they had used a different theoretical lens to view
their program and work, I believe they would have been even more successful and in
control of the outcomes they sought. But before I make that case, I need to lay out the
terrain into which my larger research project fits.
It’s worth noting at the outset that these categories are not mutually exclusive, and
there may be some overlap and bleed between them. I intend them to be useful heuristic
categories that help us see the differences in focus and construction between these
approaches.
The literature discussing the theoretical and practical grounding for programs like
Women for Change falls broadly into the adult basic education (ABE) category. There
are a variety of definitions of ABE in the literature, which suggest some of the tensions
within this discipline. Barbara Guzetti writes, “Adult Basic Education (ABE) programs
focus on helping adults learn basic skills and prepare to earn the General Equivalency
Diploma (GED)” (19). The Workforce Investment Act of 1998 defines Adult Basic
Education as “services provided to adults who are age 16 and older, not currently
enrolled in school, and in need of improved basic reading, writing, and math skills”
(MBR Associates 1). Title 38, section 21.142 of the Code of Federal Regulations—the
US federal government’s book of laws—says, “adult basic education means an

instructional program for the undereducated adult planned around those basic and
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specific skills most needed to help him or her to function adequately in society.” The
broad goals of ABE found in these definitions—the ideas that ABE should contain
training in “basic” skills (reading, math, and writing, typically), that ABE should help
learners function in society, and that ABE is aimed at helping learners obtain a GED
certificate—resonate across programs and contexts, as I will delineate below.
But given this program’s role in a larger, county-wide work-readiness/welfare-towork strategy, it also takes a an approach that focuses on improving clients’
employability and removing barriers participants face in finding long-term, sustainable,
paid work. WFC was not explicitly designed as a program to connect participants with
paid work. However, the primary goal of the organization that funds WFC is for clients
to find “a job,” according to Cecelia, the administrator who oversaw funding for WFC.
Further, WFC participants wanted to find meaningful, sustainable employment, as well.
Thus, the welfare-to-work and work-readiness philosophies bear on what WFC and
similar programs do.
In the work that follows, I use the terms “welfare-to-work” and “work/job
readiness” interchangeably in reference to the Women for Change program. More often,
I use “welfare-to-work.” It should be noted, however, that these two ideologies are
distinct. “Welfare-to-work,” as the phrase suggests, emphasizes a transition from
receiving cash benefits from governmental entities (be they federal, state, or local) to paid
work, often through a regimen of education, training, job finding resources and support,
and/or paid or unpaid work experience. However, “job readiness,” according to the
Institute for Children and Poverty, involves “the ability to meet the minimum

requirements of a job training program” (1). They define “readiness”
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comprehensively, including factors such as previous work experience, literacy and
numeracy skills, credentials earned (such as GEDs or high school diplomas), and support
services, such as child care (if necessary) and transportation. The distinction is relatively
small but important: Welfare-to-work indicates a conscious, deliberate transition to paid
work, using the program as a means to facilitate that transition; work or job readiness
aims to build skills, practices, capacities, and support structures that prepare someone for
the transition to work, although that transition isn’t part of the program.
I use these different terms interchangeably, but use “welfare-to-work” most often,
for two reasons. First, welfare-to-work is a more transparent term. It frames and
articulates the movement and overall goal of WFC (and programs like it funded since
welfare reform in 1996) more concretely—help participants find sustainable, paid work.
Using this term, then, creates less confusion for the reader, and allows me to not redefine
and clarify “work readiness” in each chapter. Second, even the specific program I study
in this work is at cross-purposes. Madaline Connor, WFC program manager, explained
to me WFC is strictly a “work readiness” program, in that there are no specific job
opportunities promoted in the program via specified training, work experience, or wellarticulated pipelines to employers. And when I asked Madaline about whether she’d
prefer to have clients find paid work or complete WFC, she said, after acknowledging
that some individuals need jobs right away and she understands that, she’d rather people
use the time in WFC to take care of themselves and build the support structures and
practices that will promote long-term success. However, WFC did contain a job search
component that was frequently embedded within the Career Skills course, and

participants often applied to jobs that appealed to them. During the summer 2010
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cycle, at least one participant that I knew of found paid work before completing the
program, and Lucy, one of my informants, attended a job fair for a local employer while
in WFC. If she had been offered a job—or if any participant in WFC was offered longterm paid work—there was little reason to turn that offer down. Certainly WFC staff
members wouldn’t have told the participant to turn the offer down. Further, the
imperative for Cecelia’s office is for clients to find work and get off of welfare, and
WFC’s participants felt this pressure. You will recall that TANF cash benefits that are
part of what we call “welfare” have lifetime caps on them, meaning that an individual is
only eligible for five years worth of cash benefits for his or her lifetime. Any time on the
TANF clock that beneficiaries can save for later, just in case they need those benefits
again in the future, represents a safety net that, despite the wishes of WFC’s staff
members, WFC participants would like to have if possible. Thus, despite the overt
messages of the Women for Change program, and despite the readiness level of
participants, the overriding work-first emphasis of modern American public assistance
shoots through even the best-intended work readiness programs, ultimately
communicating the message to recipients, work as soon as you can, even if the job may
not last. Thus, the contracted goal for WFC that trumps all others is client job placement
based on the overall “work first” model; at its heart, then, WFC and programs like it are
ultimately welfare-to-work programs, despite their closeness (or not) to helping clients
find paid work.
Given the multiplicity of goals for WFC and programs like it—given the large
number of stakeholders and the complicated nature of the social, political, economic, and

material conditions in which such programs exist and are developed—it perhaps isn’t
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surprising that the body of relevant literature is extensive.
Before I get to the literature, one point relevant for this conversation bears
emphasis: The image of a woman, typically of color, sitting at home and eagerly
collecting a welfare check is a stereotype. This point is worth emphasis because
educational programs designed for welfare recipients that take this stereotype for granted
are doomed to alienate their clients and ultimately fail. Even before welfare reform
(formally known as the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act of 1996, or PRWORA), many of those on welfare worked and had substantive work
experience. Karen Seccombe cites a 1995 study conducted by the Institute for Women's
Policy Research, which found that, even before work was required of single mothers on
welfare, 43% of those who had received benefits for at least two out of the last 24 months
had worked. On average, they worked nearly 20 hours per week (Seccombe 192).
According to the most recent statistics available at this writing (2010), nearly 42% of
those on welfare, or Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), participated in
some kind of work activity within any given month (Office of Family Assistance n.p.). It
is worth noting that, within these data, 60% of adult TANF recipients were required to
work, and many individuals not required to work did so.
Ethnographic research confirms the statistical data suggesting TANF recipients
want to, and often do, work. Karen Seccombe discusses one case study in particular
where a mother named Patrice could financially and materially do just as well (if not
better) staying home full time rather than choosing to work. She says to the author,
“Maybe I do better off staying on welfare.[...] But, me, I have a certain, you know, look

at life.[...] So I just feel more, you know, secure about myself and it builds my self-
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esteem when I can be more independent, you know, do for myself and my children”
(204). Similarly, in their study of twelve diverse adults who may be characterized as
having “low literacy,” Juliet Merrifield et al. suggest that self-reliance and independence
are substantial reasons why individuals do not remain on welfare long, if they even seek
out assistance in the first place. Those they profile in Life at the Margins “do not want to
live on welfare,” despite the fact that many—if not all—would qualify for some muchneeded assistance (192). And while outside the scope of my research and the questions I
asked, I sensed that most of my participants felt some discomfort being on public
assistance. They all wanted to work, and in most cases provided clear, articulate
descriptions of what they wanted to do for work and talked about they work they had
done recently (or were doing at the present moment). None of the women I collaborated
with in this research met the “welfare queen” stereotype.
As such, work ethic did not seem to be something WFC’s participants needed to
learn; however, work ethic was occasionally mentioned as a learning outcome within
some research, typically as part of a larger package of “soft skills” that employers (in
particular) thought learners needed to develop.
In the review that follows, ABE and welfare-to-work programs break down into
roughly three categories: Skills-Based Programs, Critical Literacy Programs, and
Multiliteracies Programs.
Adult Basic Education as Teaching “Skills”—Basic and Beyond
An approach to adult basic education (ABE) programs such as WFC that seems
“common sense” to many is the skills-based approach (Scribner 9). This lens views

participants’ trouble finding and maintaining employment as resulting, at least in part,
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from the fact that many lack the skills—“basic,” career-specific, or a combination of
both—deemed essential for functioning effectively in a text-based technocratic society
and for employment. In Conflicting Paradigms in Adult Literacy Education, George
Demetrion suggests this way of viewing literacy makes it functional. “Functional
literacy,” as defined by Juliet Merrifield and her colleagues, “places primary emphasis on
the pragmatic uses of literacy—to accomplish life tasks, especially work tasks” (212).
Sylvia Scribner writes, “functional literacy is conceived broadly as the level of
proficiency necessary for effective performance in a range of settings and customary
activities,” which includes skills that help people perform life-related tasks, as well. This
approach is also referred to as “human capital development” or “human capital
accumulation.”
But with what skills must adults be proficient? I provide more detail below, but
here’s a borad overview. Demetrion points to the US Department of Labor’s Secretary’s
Commission on Achieving Needed Skills (SCANS) reports, published in 1991 and 1992,
as benchmarks in articulating those skills, particularly for the workplace4. Among them,
the authors include “basic skills” like reading, writing, and arithmetic, as well as
“thinking skills,” like problem solving and “seeing things in the mind’s eye” (SCANS 3233). Thus, ABE curricula that use this approach seek to train learners to complete

4

Despite their age, the SCANS reports have maintained relevance in the literature.
Kilgos and Valentine’s 2006 survey of what stakeholder groups think welfare recipients
need to learn uses the SCANS report as “a measurement framework for considering
work-related topics that might or might not be included” in an educational program (154).
Incidentally, the authors argue in part that their findings “provide… further validation for
the …SCANS report” (165).

specified work and life tasks in order to improve their employment and personal
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prospects.
Programs that emphasize the skills-based approach to ABE tend to focus on
particular, discrete abilities that individuals either feel they lack or are told that they are
deficient in based on the results from a test. This sense of deficiency, it must be noted,
often arises independent of one’s lack of, or failure to attain, educational certificates or
credentials. Merrifield et al. report that many of their twelve “low literate” participants
feel that their poor language and literacy skills prevent them from improved lives and
employment prospects, independent of credentials. One individual in particular, Les,
would be able to be licensed as an electrician—and earn substantially more money—if he
was more proficient as a reader and writer (194). While the authors question whether low
literacy and language skills are the sole barrier to improved lives for their participants,
the participants themselves suggest that improved literacy skills would raise their quality
of life.
Others, with an eye toward employability at the end of the ABE program and in
the future, also see value in the skills-based approach. In a study with some similarities
to my own, Ellen Kilgos and Thomas Valentine administered a survey instrument to 112
welfare recipients in ABE programs, as well as to ABE program staff members and
potential future employers, asking them which topics they think are most important to
include in a welfare-to-work program. ABE learners responded that “basic skills”
training—which the authors define as the ability to read workplace texts accurately in
order to complete a task, to perform basic math functions, and to write and communicate
appropriately and accurately with coworkers—was the second most important training

topic area behind “personal qualities,” receiving a mean item score of 3.53 out of 4
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(163). ABE program staff members also ranked basic skills as the second most important
need behind “personal qualities” (a term I will describe later) (163). In “Workplace
Basics: The Skills Employees Need and Employers Want,” Anthony Carnevale and
Nicole Smith write that reading and writing skills are particularly important for the 21st
Century workplace. These are among the “basic skills” that effective workers need,
because “[i]ncreased interaction with sophisticated computerized machinery requires
good technical reading skills, and writing is frequently the first step in communicating
with customers, documenting competitive transactions or successfully moving new ideas
into the workplace” (494). Thus, ABE programs that emphasize specific, functional
skills may help improve participants’ performance in the workplace.
Further, since higher levels of education significantly reduce the chances a person
will return to welfare, many see academic skills training as essential for helping
individuals become economically self-sufficient. A. Fiona Pearson cites a study
suggesting that women who have at least some postsecondary education are 41% less
likely to return to welfare (29). Thus, many informants in her research see a four-year
college education and a bachelor's degree, not necessarily in a field with a close
workplace correlate, as the only long-term means of staying off of public assistance. One
such individual, Katerina, was pursuing degrees in aerospace engineering and business in
part because she reasoned, “You're trying to get a job with 30 some thousand or 50 some
thousand a year, so you … can support your family being a single parent” without the
assistance of TANF or housing subsidies (78). Certainly, the body of research regarding
educational attainment and average wages supports the notions held by Katerina and

others within Pearson's study—that more and higher levels of post-secondary
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education yield higher pay. So it would seem that more traditional academic skills could
be useful, as well, for preparing TANF recipients for a sustainable future.
However, it’s somewhat unclear just how well ABE and GED prep programs
equip participants with the academic skills they need to succeed in postsecondary
education. On the one hand, the American Psychological Association’s Task Force on
Women, Poverty, and Public Assistance argues that the number of people on welfare who
are eligible for postsecondary education is greater than many believe, suggesting that
about half of welfare recipients already possess a GED or high school diploma, and many
have had some experience with postsecondary education (The American Psychological
Association’s Task Force on Women, Poverty, and Public Assistance). So the challenge
for welfare-to-work or ABE programs, then, might be connecting participants with the
resources they need to enroll in higher education (more on that later) and possibly
offering academic skill “refresher courses” for those who have been out of formal
education for an extended period.
However, GED earners have been significantly underrepresented in
postsecondary education for some time, suggesting to researchers that the GED
preparation process and the GED exam itself fail to sufficiently prepare learners for the
demands of higher learning. Rutschow and Crary-Ross state that fewer than five percent
of GED completers move on to “enroll in college or other adult education programs” (iii).
Zafft, Kallenbach, and Spohn cite different numbers which are still rather low: 30-35% of
GED earners receive any postsecondary education, five to ten percent get a year or more,
and somewhere between three and one-half of one percent finish an associate’s degree

(5). While Rutschow and Crary-Ross note that many factors inhibit ABE students and
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GED graduates from pursuing and completing higher education—such as low skill levels,
poverty, and lack of familiarity with college expectations—some argue that ABE and
GED academic skills aren’t rigorous enough to fully prepare these learners to succeed in
postsecondary education (8, 10).
There isn’t a lot of concrete evidence regarding whether or not ABE and GED test
prep programs prepare learners appropriately for postsecondary education, according to
Judy Alamprese. She writes that ABE educators have noticed an inconsistent
relationship between performance on the GED exam and on college placement and
entrance assessments. “[A] GED score,” Alamprese writes, “may not be a reliable
predictor of learners’ success in being admitted to a postsecondary program” (4-5).
Further, limited data exist regarding the sufficiency GED graduates’ academic skills for
completing postsecondary education. What informal data does exist “suggest that
learners’ academic skills may need enhancement for them to meet postsecondary course
standards” (Alamprese 5). In many ways, the GED Testing Service itself seems to be
conceding this point, as it has completely revamped its exam, aligning it with the
Common Core State Standards which themselves are aimed at codifying a consistent
level of college- and workplace-readiness (Wine et al.). While educators, educational
systems, and assessment practices are making strides to help ABE/GED prep learners
acquire college-readiness skills, more research is required to accurately ascertain what
skills learners need, and which ones they gain in such programs.
Despite this potential uncertainty about how well ABE programs prepare learners
for higher education, ABE and GED prep programs could be seen as “functional” literacy

programs because the specific, “basic” skills required to pass the GED exams,
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including high school math, reading, and writing, are deemed to be essential skills for the
workplace, as alluded to above. Anthony Carnevale, Leila Gainer, and Ann Meltzer
argue that, for instance, reading technical and instructional documentation accurately in
the workplace is important not only for worker safety but also to save time and money
(19). This kind of accurate reading is cultivated as learners prepare not only to carefully
read and follow the directions of each section of the GED, but also in the Language
Arts—Reading exam section, which asks test takers to understand and answer questions
about sample, hypothetical workplace documents (see Figure 1 below).
Further, Carnevale and colleagues emphasize the value of correct, accurate computation
and measurement in the workforce. “[E]mployees’ skill deficiencies in computation in
terms of production mistakes,” they write, may “translate into costly bottom line losses”
(Carnevale, Gainer, and Meltzer 23). This kind of computation is taught in GED/ABE
programs, and is tested in various places in the mathematics portion of the GED exam
(see Figure 1 below). Thus, from this perspective, it would seem that GED test prep does
aim to teach the kinds of functional, basic skills applicable across contexts.
However, the specific value of the discrete skills learned while preparing for the
GED, and how well learners are able to use them in the workplace and beyond, can be
murky. GED completers earn higher wages that those who don’t complete high school.
As I discuss at much more length and complexity in chapter 3, GED completers tend to
earn more than non-GED completers. Song and Hsu, for example, estimate GED
graduates “are likely to make $115 more weekly than the adults without a high school
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SAMPLE LANGUAGE ARTS, READING TEST QUESTIONS
Directions: Choose the one best answer to each question. Questions 5 and 6 refer to the following
document:
How Shall Employees Conduct Themselves? Guidelines for Conducting Business with Those
outside Our Company […] Gifts for Influence
No payment or gift of money, goods, or services should be given or received to influence government or
business decisions. Accurate and complete records for all accounts will be strictly monitored for
everyone’s protection. If it becomes apparent to you in the course of the performance of your business
responsibilities that a payment of some kind is expected by your business associate, please contact your
division president.
Conflict of Interest
A conflict of interest can be described as a situation where a person has a vested interest in two areas of
the business world that may give him or her an unfair advantage in business dealings. Our employees
should be sensitive to any relationship that creates such a relationship—or even creates the appearance of
such a relationship.
Keep these rules in mind:
• Throughout your employment period, be vigilant about potential conflicts of interest between
this company’s interests and your personal or immediate family’s interests.
• Don’t use your position with this company to obtain a personal benefit of any kind.
• Avoid any action or relationship that creates, or even creates the appearance of, a conflict of
interest. For example, having an interest in a nonpublic company that competes or does
business with our company or any of its affiliates might create the appearance of a conflict of
interest and might prompt accusations and/or an investigation.
Disclosure
This company respects your privacy, as well as your right to conduct your personal affairs without
interference; however, you must make prompt, complete, and continuing disclosure of all facts relating
to any factual or potential conflict of interest. […]
Question 5: Based on the information in this excerpt, what would be the company's policy about
accepting gifts or entertainment from people representing your competitors?
Accepting gifts or entertainment from people representing competitors would be considered
1. dangerous
2. practical
3. reasonable
4. unacceptable
5. good business
Question 6: Based on the information in this excerpt, when is it permissible to give money that might be
considered a bribe or a tip to a government official in order to facilitate business?
1. It is never permissible to give a gift or other payment to influence government or business
decisions.
2. It may be necessary in certain foreign countries where it is expected.
3. Payments to government officials can be made at any time with prior approval of the division
president.
4. Modest gratuities can be offered at any time.
5. All payments or gratuities must be worth their fair trade value.
SAMPLE MATHEMATICS QUESTION Directions: Choose the one best answer to each question.
Question 7: Last month, the balance in Tisha's checkbook was $1219.17. Since then she has deposited
her latest paycheck of $2425.66 and written checks for $850.00 (rent), $235.89 (car payment), and
$418.37 (credit card payment). What is the current balance in Tisha's checking account?
1. $921.40
2. $2,140.57
3. $3,215.27
4. $3,929.92
5. $5,149.09
Figure 1: Sample GED Test Questions
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education, keeping other variables constant” (14). There are numerous other estimates
and analyses regarding the value of earning—that is, of actually completing—the GED,
both economically and socially. The basic and relatively stable finding is that earning the
GED adds economic and social value to the lives of completers.
But note that many of the benefits of earning a GED are imputed via statistical
correlation, not necessarily qualitative chains of logic, habit, responsibility, or
connection. That is, while researchers can show positive relationships between earning a
GED and a number of beneficial outcomes, it’s quite unclear from what source those
positive outcomes spring. Do the increased wages, for instance, arise from an increased
ability to communicate in writing and reliably solve work-related math problems? Do
these improved skills qualify the learner for promotions (and higher wages) at her current
job, or do they allow her to apply for and get higher-paying positions? Alternatively, do
the increased wages earned by completers stem from the value of the credential itself, as
separate from the skills learned in the GED certification process and the higher-paying
jobs that require that credential? Or perhaps the increased labor market value for ABE
students and/or GED completers comes from the confidence and attitude toward work
that was developed within these programs? In other words, while completing the GED
appears to yield specific employment-related benefits, determining what discrete skills
individuals learn in the process of preparing for the exam is not an exact science.
Similarly unclear is the “functional” value and practical use of the skills that are learned
as part of the GED curriculum.

While causation is extremely difficult—if impossible—to understand and make
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a convincing case for, the relationship between the skills learned for the GED exam and
those valued in the workplace5 aren’t necessarily clear. There’s very little, if any,
research that aligns the specific skills that GED/ABE learners have acquired—short
expository or argumentative writing, arithmetic, and map reading, for example—with
either work readiness or performing particular workplace tasks. The GED is intended to
be an equivalent for a high school diploma, and some research suggests that the skills
learned in the process of graduating from high school aren’t strong enough to be truly
functional. According to the American Diploma Project (ADP), for example, employers
have a pessimistic view of how well prepared high school graduates are for the world of
work. They write that “more than 60% of employers … rate graduates’ skills in
grammar, spelling, writing and basic math as only ‘fair’ or ‘poor’” (3). Certainly some
GED graduates learn the specific skills touted as useful for the workplace in ADP’s
report Ready or Not: Creating a High School Diploma that Counts, such as
“[c]omprehend[ing] and communicat[ing] quantitative, technical[,] and mathematical
information,” and “[r]ecogniz[ing] and solv[ing] problems that can be modeled using a
linear equation in one variable, such as time/rate/distance problems, percentage increase
or decrease problems, and ratio and proportion problems” (ADP 31, 62). So we can
surmise some usefulness (beyond simply passing the GED exam) for the skills learned as
part of the GED test preparation. However, since there’s little or unclear explicit
alignment between these more-concrete workplace tasks and what’s required for the
GED, the value of GED test preparation for helping improve client employability as part
5

I focus on skills that prepare learners for the workplace here because I have discussed
the role of ABE/GED programs as postsecondary educational prep earlier.

of a larger skills-based welfare-to-work/work readiness program may be somewhat
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complicated.
In addition, some skills emphasized in ABE and/or work-readiness curricula
aren’t tested on the GED. A number of studies of ABE programs report a need for what
human resource experts call “soft skills.” Soft skills refers to social or interpersonal
skills (Moss and Tilly, 253; Pinkowska and Lent, 3). More directly, Philip Moss and
Chris Tilly define them as “skills, abilities, and traits that pertain to personality, attitude,
and behavior rather than to formal or technical knowledge,” and Kilgos and Valentine,
using the SCANS6 framework, tacitly define them as “[i]nterpersonal [s]kills” and
“[p]ersonal [q]ualities,” such as “working as a team member to reach a common goal,”
and knowing “[t]he importance of regular attendance and punctuality” (253; 156-157).
The SCANS report itself lists foundational “personal qualities” such as “self esteem” and
“sociability” (SCANS 32-33). In the study cited above, Kilgos and Valentine report that
learners in ABE programs who receive public assistance feel training in these soft skills
(what the authors refer to as “personal qualities”) is most important for them and others
in similar programs (163, 168). Moss and Tilly, in their interview-based study of
managers at 56 firms, found that black men, in particular, were seen as lacking the soft
skills needed to land jobs and keep them. Further, they cite an unpublished 1995 study
conducted by Jobs for the Future in which participants, inner city men of color, expressed
that “code switching—being able to present oneself and communicate in ways acceptable
to majority White culture—is the most important skill needed to find and keep a job”
(268). A similar point arises in Merrifield et al.’s Life at the Margins. Some of the skills
6

Secretary’s Commission on Needed Skills. See p. 51 for a brief discussion.

desired by those profiled in their study appear to have a soft skill element to them. The
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authors write, “Our profiles suggest that we need to expand our traditional conceptions of
‘literacy’ to consider culture and discourse features; for example, to get a good job, one
has to ‘talk right,’ ‘act right,’ ‘dress right,’ and ‘think analytically’” (195). This point is
echoed by economists examining the value of earning a GED. After concluding that
GED credentialing yields extremely modest labor market returns, James Heckman, John
Eric Humphries, and Nicholas Mader conclude that training on these “soft skills” may be
a better investment. Their 2010 analysis suggests that improving high school noncompleters’ “non-cognitive” skills, like motivation and confidence, yield greater labor
market returns than GED certification (34, 60). Thus, taking a skills-based approach to
non-academic workplace behaviors and abilities—making these implicit codes of
appearance, behavior, and conduct apparent to welfare recipients and ABE course
participants—seems to improve participants’ chances of employment, which can, in the
long run, improve their lives.
It’s worth mentioning a few critiques here before we move on. It isn’t hard to see
that “talking right” and “acting right” mean “talk and act in ways that are acceptable to
dominant White culture”; as such, conversations about so-called “soft skills” are
freighted with systemic racism. The “literacy as empowerment” approach to ABE
programs (below) begins to address these systemic issues and engage learners in cultural
critique and social change. Another possible critique questions the ability of learners to
apply these more generic skills to a wide variety of novel situations, particularly in a
highly-specialized workplace. Carnevale and Smith do argue for the value of having
learners translate and employ these essentially academic skills in a workplace context,

but they don’t fully articulate the vision by which this might happen. Indeed, the
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question of how ostensibly “academic” content is transferred to new, novel situations
within other academic coursework of the workplace is a significant research problem
within not only ABE but also education in general.
Of course, this transportability of skills may be facilitated through specific skills
training rooted in the actual contexts in which labor will be performed. Across ABE and
welfare-to-work programs, many see the clearest line toward sustainable employment as
skills training that will prepare and qualify learners for particular job opportunities.
According to informants in Karen Seccombe’s case-study research, the learning most
desired by welfare recipients is “vocational training that would teach them a specific set
of skills, and would eventually lead them to a specific well-paying job,” not necessarily a
GED or training in how to market themselves to potential employers (191)7. It seems that
the author uses the term “vocational” more broadly than many are accustomed, as she
later refers to a participant who dreams of being an accountant. Thus, “vocational”
education and training appears to apply to work that more directly and specifically
prepares one for a particular job or career, not just “skilled manual labor.”
In a review of several ethnographic studies that focused on the expressed needs
of welfare-to-work program participants, Deborah D'Amico writes that women enrolled
in education programs believed that the programs “would help them qualify for jobs that
pay enough to leave welfare” (17). The kinds of training desired and the results of that
training, however, varied. One woman completed a graphic arts training program and
reported earning $14 an hour after some time working in the field. Individuals in another
7

More specifically, Seccombe reports that the specific training most desired prepared
individuals to work with computers or in the nursing field.

program were provided with basic education (such as GED test preparation), as well as
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post-secondary training, and only those who completed some kind of post-secondary
credential saw their earnings increase (21). D'Amico quotes the author who wrote about
that program as giving the following advice: “[P]articipants should be made aware that
basic education has little value by itself and should be strongly induced to pursue postGED training and credentials” (21). Clearly, many welfare recipients desire education
and training, but the kind, duration, and purpose of the training they desire varies.
A 2012 report published by the American Society for Training and Development
addresses a “skills gap” in the American workplace, or an inability to meet a given job’s
needs with that employee’s current skill set. According to survey data, profession- or
industry-specific skills were seen as the first or second biggest skills gaps in member
organizations by 37% and 32% of respondents, respectively (7). This suggests that
employers see a need for additional, job-specific training within the workforce, and
welfare-to-work programs, in concert with industry specialists, could provide some of the
training desired. By contrast, only 5% and 14%, of respondents saw a basic skills gap as
being the largest or second largest in their organizations, respectively, suggesting that
perhaps ABE/GED program participants may do better in the workforce with some more
job-specific training (7).
Many studies have analyzed the efficacy of such employer-specific training
programs, and the results are mixed. In one evaluation, TANF recipients in Philadelphia
were placed into either a transitional work experience (welfare-to-work) program, a
work-readiness program that addressed individuals’ barriers to sustainable employment,
or into a control group which received no intervention. The evaluators found that, while

the transitional work experience group earned more money (and collected fewer TANF
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funds) than the control group, because of their reductions in benefits, these participants
had the same income has the control group (Bloom et al. iii). However, the authors note
that this welfare-to-work “program substantially increased employment in the short
term.” “[I]n order to sustain impacts,” Bloom and his colleagues argue, “this and other
studies suggest […] transitional job programs need to help more people obtain and retain
permanent jobs” (iii). The work-readiness program participants, by the way, fared
perhaps worse, as they neither earned more nor increased employment after or during the
program. But the key point from this study suggests that job-specific-skills training can
be effective if participants are placed in permanent jobs.
In another, larger-scale report that analyzed 28 cost-benefit studies of welfare-towork programs, the authors argue that unpaid work experience/training programs may be
useful for adding benefits to society at large, while also being relatively inexpensive for
government (Greenberg, Deitch, and Hamilton 69). Although this study didn’t attempt to
explore and evaluate the long-term value of the work experience earned by participants,
this research does suggest that a work-skills based approach to welfare-to-work programs
can be politically more defensible than other program types.
Critical/Participatory ABE Programs
The second broad approach to adult basic education can be thought of as critical
literacy education. This framework, developed largely by Paolo Freire and his adherents,
is part of a “participatory literacy movement based on … critical pedagogy (Demetrion
4). This critical education highlights the relationship between literacy and
empowerment—both personal and political—and encourages learners to investigate,

understand, and work to change the social conditions that oppress them (Demetrion 8-
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9). Unlike the functionalist perspective, the primary goal of critical education is to build
awareness of one’s world and to foster political engagement in making changes beneficial
to themselves and other oppressed people within that world. While learners will likely
acquire a number of so-called “employable” skills during this education, such as problem
solving and increased self esteem, these are seen as instrumental; that is, while skill
attainment is the primary end of functionalist programs, a critical literacy curriculum
envisions learner-directed, problem posing education as a means to an end, that end being
critical consciousness that sharpens a participant’s awareness of and resistance to the
hegemony of dominant culture.
While a skills-based ABE program seems “common sense,” understanding the
value of a critical literacy approach might require a bit more discussion. Freire critiqued
education similar to that of the skills-based framework which treated knowledge like a
thing that was to be placed into the (presumably empty) learners’ heads (57). Resisting
this “banking model of education,” Freire sought to help the poor, disenfranchised people
in basic education classrooms to read the word by reading the world—to understand the
conditions of their oppression and name them. A learner’s lack of standard literacy is
seen as a form of marginalization and oppression, be it from a lack of adequate schools,
jobs, or social capital. Thus, in part, Freire means that literacy in the traditional sense
(reading print) involves coming to understand the social order embedded within the
culture using that script. As poor, non-readers, learning print literacy means also
becoming aware of their own marginalization by dominant culture. The act of becoming
literate, then, was a reassertion of one’s humanity and freedom, and gaining literacy was

itself a challenge to the power structures that would keep them illiterate. However,
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Freire’s model of critical literacy also “linked literacy to political engagement among the
oppressed [those in the ABE programs] in the articulation of their own voices: first, in
naming what Freire referred to as the sources of their domination, and second, in
collectively organizing to effect change in the socioeconomic, political order”
(Demetrion 7). Typically, in critical literacy programs guided by Freirian ideals, naming
the sources of domination and working to effect change come from processes that
question the material circumstances of their own lives and communities.
As Demetrion suggests, one of the goals of critical pedagogy is to critique or at
least question the dominant functionalist/human resources development model of Adult
Basic Education. This functional literacy approach “is a hegemonic discourse that
reflects an attempt to render such areas as the education of adults, within the context of
the broader all embracing process of lifelong learning, competence and outcomes based,”
argue Peter Mayo and Leona English (95). They not only see critical pedagogy as
encouraging learners to question societal hegemony, but they also to produce citizens that
are much more flexible and autonomous life-long learners, and who are more adequately
prepared to be engaged in their communities (97). Critical media literacy is part of this
overall strategy to be life-long learners and engage in their communities (Mayo and
English 99). Echoing these goals, Mary Ann Corley codifies five processes by which
educators can teach critical literacy:
(1) Connect…learning to learner’s lived experiences; (2) help…
learners question [a given approach or] theory relative to their own
cultural experience; (3) give… voice to learners and create… forums
in which they can tell their stories; (4) help… learners view knowledge
as something they can produce; and (5) give… learners the tools to

critique frames of reference, ideas, information, and patterns of privilege to
develop critical consciousness. (4)
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Note that many of these goals and practices, taken individually, aren’t unique to a critical
pedagogical approach to ABE. However, the overall, primary goal of these programs is
distinct: to teach literacy in the context of questioning the social status quo and to
develop learners who work to remedy the injustices in their life circumstances and
communities. Demetrion adds that part of this work against injustice seeks greater
inclusion of those ABE learners (and others like them) into the American cultural,
political, and economic mainstream (9-10). The hope seems to be that, when ABE
participants understand the nature of their oppression and can fight against it, they will
reap the economic, social, and political benefits of moving from the margins closer to the
mainstream, thus improving their life circumstances and those of other marginalized
people. Indeed, using critical pedagogy for the ABE section of a welfare-to-work
program seems to make a good deal of sense, as adherents to this philosophy see the
longer-term solution to chronic poverty within marginalized communities is addressing
societal inequity. “If a primary purpose of literacy education is to eliminate poverty,”
writes Mary Ann Corley, “[…] it must be linked to efforts that redress social inequities”
(Corley 3-4). Thus, critical awareness and action devoted to building opportunity and
equality within one’s community seems very useful for helping families move out of
poverty.
This theoretical framework for ABE programs appeals to many educators, but
many fewer programs follow this vision, likely because most governments and
foundations prefer to fund programs that seem, on the surface level at least, to have a
“common sense” connection to the workplace and further educational needs of

participants. Demetrion reports that this educational framework “has become
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increasingly marginalized throughout the U.S. … since the late 1980s,” citing reasons
such as the difficulty in meeting recent, exacting performance evaluation standards in
ABE programs, as well as an “emphasis placed on reading, phonemic awareness, and
scientific research” in recent administrations (10). However, those programs who do use
at least portions of the critical literacy regimen report intriguing results.
One program—a partnership between a technical college and a university in
Washington state—sought to create a “dialogic” classroom in which ABE/GED-seeking
students would “reflect critically on the role of education in their lives” and share these
insights with the teachers and their classmates (Goto and Leister 152, 153). One primary
goal of this sharing was to increase the diversity of voices in the classroom and grant the
students’ words equal authority to those of the teachers, as well as increase motivation
and persistence among ABE/GED students. In the process of answering questions posed
to them by some of the university’s graduate students, and posing them questions in
return, ABE/GED students were able to critically assess some of the cultural assumptions
the graduate students had of them, and were able to reveal the privilege that many of the
graduate students benefitted from (Goto and Leister 154-155). In a similar ABE
program, Sarah Nixon-Ponder reports posing the problem of childcare to her
participants…who were constantly talking about this issue among themselves, anyway.
In order to find a better childcare solution for all of them, the class did research, talked
with one another, catalogued resources, and even created budgets for the costs of meals
while the children were being cared for (Nixon-Ponder). In short, as Nixon-Ponder put it,
“All of the basic skills were used: They read different types of materials on different

reading levels; they wrote journal entries, oral histories, and letters; they planned
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schedules, organized carpools, and figured budgets” (Nixon-Ponder). Plus, learners were
able to get a new system of childcare up and running—one that they organized, designed,
and ran themselves. The author suggests that this use of critical pedagogy built those
basic skills but also fostered confidence in learners and demonstrated that they
themselves have the power to solve their own problems.
Another program—focused on adult education rather than adult basic education—
sought to challenge official discourses regarding the industrial past of a given locality.
Fred Schied writes about his work with the Open-hearth Labor Center in southwestern
Pennsylvania, suggesting that critical pedagogy may be useful for addressing community
issues (such as what residents recognized as the erasure of labor and working class voices
in the historical interpretation of their community), and using projects to address those
issues and potentially create jobs (54).
Cassie Drennon reports that, preliminarily at least, a professional development
program for adult literacy educators aimed at “practitioner inquiry” (which she defines as
fostering “study groups, action research, collaborative research and writing, professional
exchanges, and case study” among literacy instructors) helped to enable teachers to
“engage students more directly in problem posing and solution-seeking activities,” one
key activity of critical pedagogy (64-65). While in its infancy, this program offers the
potential for creating instructors and adult literacy programs that empower learners to
critically examine their social and material circumstances, ideally creating a better lives
for themselves and their families.

In many of these programs, it’s unclear how well they helped learners attain
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their GEDs, if this was in fact one of the learners’ or programs’ goals. One of the
graduate students in Goto and Leister’s study wondered whether the motivation that
learners had or gained from the program was enough to keep them going, particularly
through other, higher levels of training and education (155). Certainly, using a critical
literacy approach to empower—and ultimately motivate—ABE learners may translate
more directly into GED acquisition and/or achieving higher levels of education. And
Nixon-Ponder’s students even developed a social system for solving one of their main
issues: lack of affordable, available, quality childcare. Removing this barrier for
continued education could increase learners’ success rates. Thus, perhaps there’s a
clearer progression from the critical literacy framework to a GED than is at first visible.
However, while this philosophy has many supporters in the US, it has failed to
gain as much traction as that sometimes seen in other countries. Paolo Freire, of course,
shaped his pedagogical approach in Brazil within programs designed to build adult
literacy, and many programs in South America and beyond grew from Freire’s original
work like seeds from a flower. One notable project is the Adult Learning Project in
Scotland. Founded in 1977, this “post-literacy” (i.e., beyond ABE) critical literacy
program seeks to assist members of the local community to “explore…themes and
concerns identified by residents” (Kirkwood and Kirkwood 2). In case studies presented
in Living Adult Education: Freire in Scotland, we see a program (nascent as it sometimes
seems) that brings community members together to identify common issues of concern,
research alternatives, and work toward a mutually-beneficial solution. A good deal of
learning takes place in this program, but notice that the goal is not some ill-defined,

abstract idea of “literacy.” Rather, the goal is to learn the concepts and abilities needed
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to accomplish a self-identified goal. In many ways, what is learned along the way is
ancillary to the social and political action individuals hope to take.
Further, Peter Mayo and Leona English describe a number of adult education
programs around the world that utilize andragogical methods and/or learning goals that
stem from a Freireian critical perspective. Interestingly, a number of these programs take
place outside of dedicated ABE programs, and aren’t necessarily designed to help the
“illiterates” that Freire and other ABE educators sought to help. Rather, they describe
local government meetings in which citizens learn to actively participate in the budgeting
process, for example (98). They briefly discuss workers’ education—training,
workshops, and group conversations frequently organized by labor unions—that aims to
help individuals develop not only useful workplace skills, but also critical thinking and
negotiation/self-advocacy practices, for example. In addition, they describe the
possibilities of ABE in museums and other informal educational spaces, such as posing
problems about why a particular piece of art is included while others are not. To sum up,
critical ABE education has gained perhaps more momentum and stature beyond US
borders.
That said, two points are worth noting. First, in their exploration of Freireianstyle critical pedagogy world-wide, Mayo and English join Demetrion and Juliet
Merrified in blaming the current functionalist literacy perspective for limiting the
potential value and engagement of ABE programs around the globe. As such, the focus
on human resources development/functional literacy is not merely an American
phenomenon; thus critical pedagogy—with its qualitative focus on the overall quality of

learners’ lives, their level of social participation, and relative dismissal of earning
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credentials and building discrete skills—struggles to move from the educational margins
worldwide. Secondly, there are likely a number of educational programs in the US, both
currently and within the last ten to twenty years, that owe a significant conceptual debt to
Freire’s ideas and to critical pedagogy in general. But learning more about these
programs—their curricula, goals, and outcomes—can be difficult, as they may not last
long, and practitioners infrequently formally write and publish about them. As Elio
DeArrudah says, “While critical theory practitioners in the ‘real’ world choose to validate
their views by their action, academicians usually limit themselves to writing ‘scholarly’
papers to be presented in fraternity gatherings,” such as academic conferences (60). The
orientation of ABE educators, especially dedicated ones like DeArrudah, seems
antithetical to academic publishing8. Even an ostensibly skills-based, “model” welfareto-work program as Women for Change (see chapter 4) is only likely to enter the
literature as part of a research project. Further, DeArrudah argues that many practitioners
use what may be considered a “critical pedagogical” approach or some variant thereof,
but either don’t recognize it as such, or simply don’t care about applying such a label
(56). Therefore, suffice it to say that I’m leaving out a number of excellent ABE
programs in the US that use critical pedagogy. But there’s little denying that the current
ABE environment makes such programs scarce.
8

Here’s what DeArrudah said about academic texts and those that write them: The texts
are “publications usually written by a very narcissistic and small minority of selfproclaimed educators for another equally very narcissistic and small minority of peers;
these types barely can communicate with one another and very, very seldom can do so
with the ‘average’ adult learner. Nevertheless, they tend to show marvelous work
relationships with computer terminals, databases, satellite dishes and other high-tech
paraphernalia” (60).

The Multiliteracies/New Literacy Studies Approach to ABE
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Another framework for understanding and developing ABE/GED programs that
seems infrequently represented in the US is what Juliet Merrifield and others have termed
the “multiliteracies” or New Literacy Studies approach. George Demetrion, in
Conflicting Paradigms in Adult Literacy Education, sees this approach as one that
mediates between the oversimplified and wrong-headed skills-based approach, and the
powerful-yet-hard-to-quantitatively-assess critical literacy programs (Demetrion 4).
Using the work of Sylvia Scribner as an emblematic example, in this approach,
Demetrion writes “[l]iteracy is best understood … as a set of practices embedded within
the context of particular cultures rather than … ‘the oppressed’ in search of liberation or
simply an uncritical adaptation of the status quo” and its views on functional literacy
(15). Building upon traditions of anthropological ethnography and studies such as
Shirley Brice Heath’s Ways with Words and Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole’s The
Psychology of Literacy, many literacy scholars understood that “what is more important
than the abstract mastery of print literacy,” or other abstract and supposedly general
‘skills,’ “is its relation to desired knowledge, which can only be discerned within specific
sociocultural settings” (Demetrion 14). Thus, “effective literacy programs,” he quotes
Scribner as writing, “are those that are responsive to perceived needs, whether for
functional skills, social power, or self-improvement” (qtd. in Demetrion 15).
Demetrion sees this as a mediating viewpoint between skills-based literacy
education and critical literacy because New Literacy Studies acknowledges the need for
individuals to learn the “common-sense” skills that will make them desirable for
employment and elevated social status, but also understands that literacy learning is not a

mono-directional path from the political margins to the center, and that learning
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particular literate practices can disempower individuals in specific contexts (e.g., using
standard English in some contexts may open African-Americans to the critique that
they’re “acting White,” or are “bougie”). In short, ABE programs grounded in New
Literacy Studies research respond to participants’ felt educational needs—whether for
work-related skills-based training, to increase their ability to participate in political
processes, or for other reasons entirely. And participants’ felt needs generally respond to
the practices and texts valued within their specific cultural contexts.
This framework for ABE has a number of supporters, but it has been difficult for
multiliteracies-based programs to gain the kind of political and economic support enjoyed
by more traditional, skills-based programs. Similar to the challenges faced by critical
literacy programs, multiliteracies curricula have uneasy and strained links to the kinds of
outcomes and assessment methods preferred by the largest ABE program funders, namely
the US Department of Education. New Literacy Studies programs reject the skills-based
assumption that the goals of ABE should be standardized, tested in traditional pencil-andpaper texts, and that programmatic goals should be decided upon by “experts,” not the
learners themselves, or their teachers, or those closer to the lived realities and desires of
those in a given ABE program. These outcomes tests are framed at the state and federal
level as “performance accountability,” or the measure of how well (or poorly) a given
educational program has educated its participants. In “Contested Ground: Performance
Accountability in Adult Basic Education,” Merrifield quotes a state-level ABE director
articulating the need to follow the politically-mandated performance evaluation measures,
namely, standardized tests: “We have to show he taxpayer that they’re getting a good

bang for their buck. Education is not being looked at favorably. We have to show we
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are accountable for the students, or Congress will not fund us” (“Contested Ground” 2021). Thus, programs inexactly aligned with the skills-based model—regardless of how
well they meet learners’ actual expressed and felt needs—may struggle without the kind
of funding the federal government can provide.
While the numbers of ABE programs that fully embrace the New Literacy Studies
paradigm may not compare to those that are aligned with the skills-based curriculum,
those that do take the multiliteracies approach present valuable insights. For instance,
Elizabeth Tighe and colleagues conducted a study that examined ideas of success across a
variety of Florida ABE classrooms. Based on value-added calculations the researchers
used as a proxy for meeting state standards, nineteen out of 40 classrooms (48%) would
have met standards. However, their qualitative interviews with participants and
instructors found that ideas about success challenged those quantitative measures of
success. For example, learners in one site had
conversations about success [that] were dominated by the ways in which
their learning gains were allowing them to help their children with their
homework and improve their family life. In fact, various learners within
this study identified themselves as successful even though they did not
earn high numbers [on the state’s standardized tests] or passing scores on
the GED (423, emphasis added).
In their concluding remarks, Tighe and her fellow researchers further link success to
factors other than passing formalized assessments: “[E]ffective classrooms tended to have
more students engaging in goal setting and citing several motivational factors beyond
standardized testing[, which] is consistent with international adult literacy research and a
social practice [read: New Literacy Studies] approach to literacy education” (Tighe et al.
431). Interestingly, this study goes further and suggests a relationship between the goal-

setting and teaching practices emphasized within a multiliteracies approach and
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achieving the test and skill-level standards of the functional literacy classroom. This
study does help us to see Demetrion’s point more clearly: New Literacy Studies can, in
fact, provide a bridge between the basic skills-focused ABE curriculum and the more
learner-centered approach advocated by the critical literacy camp.
A compelling case study from Victoria Purcell-Gates elucidates these points
further. Over the course of a two-year period, a non-reading adult whom she calls Jenny
is helped to achieve what Purcell-Gates describes as a “level of functional reading” (217).
Although this learning took place in a one-on-one “program,” Purcell-Gates achieved a
good deal of success with Jenny, and carefully articulated how she was able to help Jenny
learn to read and write. “From a skills point of view,” Purcell-Gates wrote, “Jenny [who
was 31 at the time] should have been able to create her own text [some time ago], given
the amount of practice she received” (218). Part of the problem was that Jenny’s nonstandard pronunciations (she is from Appalachia) and its attendant stereotypes within the
mainstream classroom caused her to struggle connecting her speech patterns to the
standardized ones found in phonics workbooks and basic readers. Jenny made great
progress when she began writing—and reading—her own words. “Since people think,
conceptualize, and learn with their language—with their words—Jenny was effectively
shut out of the literate world,” by having her voice, her ideas, and texts that matter to her
excluded from the classroom (Purcell-Gates 218, emphasis added). To bring this around
to the New Literacy Studies paradigm, traditional print literacy was something Jenny
could learn when she was presented with relevant contexts for learning and meaningful
things to do with texts as she was learning. This is not to say that a savvy skills-based

educator couldn’t (or wouldn’t) do something similar. But the skills-based paradigm
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can’t distinguish as robustly between Jenny’s own texts and those drawn from a standardissue ABE reader for the purposes of understanding why one set of texts would foster
success and the other would not. Before we move on, also note that Purcell-Gates’s
evaluation and goals are not tied to standardized tests or to an abstract level of
proficiency. In many ways, Purcell-Gates suggests that the only evaluation that matters
is that of being admitted into the “Literacy Club”—“She is acknowledged as a reader and
a writer with the tools to communicate through print. These tools are her words, her
thoughts, her needs to read and write” (219, emphasis added). One’s achievement of
literacy, then, is not achieving a particular score on the GED or any other standardized
exam; rather, it is being able to use the tools of written language for one’s own purposes
and to situate oneself in a larger culture.
Hanna Fingeret and Cassandra Drennon describe a Literacy Volunteers of New
York City (LVNYC) program that takes a multiliteracies approach to ABE. In Literacy
for Life: Adult Learners, New Practices, the authors describe the relatively large program
as one that believes “in literacy as a process of constructing meaning,” and its smallgroup tutors design reading and writing experiences that aim to be relevant and situated
within contexts and goals valuable for participants (55). For example, “[s]tudents read
‘real’ books rather than workbooks to improve their reading,” with the goal of “work[ing]
directly on the literacy practices they want to bring into their lives” (Fingeret and
Drennon 54). Further, the program includes a good deal of writing, and this writing
similarly is intended to communicate and create meaning: “Students describe writing as a
way to express their feelings and ideas, as a way to develop abilities that will help them

outside the program, and, sometimes, as a political act” (Fingeret and Drennon 55). In
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addition, LVNYC has a robust publishing component, and learners are encouraged to
publish their work when they feel ready to do so. This program falls into the New
Literacy Studies paradigm in that it emphasizes the meanings and contexts in which
learners develop and use literate practices. Here, the end goal seemed not to be a
certificate or test score, or even a job. Rather, the focus was on helping individuals
develop literate practices that they valued, for their own purposes and goals.
As perhaps evident above, the multiliteracies approach is not always radically
dissimilar from skills-oriented programs. One of the main ways in which the
multiliteracies perspective distinguishes itself has to do with means of assessment.
Ostensibly, for example, the classrooms that Tighe and her colleagues visited were
oriented around teaching skills and passing tests—earning a GED, notably—yet learners
report getting so much more from the programs than standardized testing or GED exam
scores will measure. Something similar could be said of the LVNYC program: At
specified times, everyone could take a standardized literacy test, and those scores could
be used to help determine whether or not the program is effective. And it’s not that a
New Literacy Studies-oriented program would never use a standardized assessment or
test. One key difference between New Literacy Studies programs and skills-based ones,
however, is that New Literacy Studies programs resist using standardized tests and
certification tests as the only means of assessment and measuring learning.
Multiliteracies programs insist on using different (qualitative) modes of assessment
because their goals are different (or at least observed through different means). New
Literacy Studies programs typically take more time to understand learners’ goals, and

make those goals part of the overall program goals. And as we saw in Tighe et al.’s
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study, participants frequently hope to achieve multiple goals in literacy and learning
programs. As such, part of the “Contested Ground” that Merrifield talks about in her
eponymous book—that Demetrion chooses to refer to as “Conflicting Paradigms”—has
to do with the measures of student learning and success that matter.
Non-Educational Support Required in Welfare-to-Work Programs
For most TANF recipients, education and cash benefits form a relatively small
portion of the assistance needed to create a sustainable future. Many of the programs
described above, as well as the Women for Change program that is the subject of the
present study, seek to remove the barriers to employment participants face. Different
researchers and programs may define these barriers differently, but some themes emerge.
For example, in a review of the American literature, Luc Thériault defines some noneducational barriers to employment as child care, transportation (specifically, lack of an
automobile), health and behavioral problems, housing and food insecurity, domestic
violence, and workplace discrimination and/or harassment. While Thériault and others
concede that education may form a significant barrier to employment (for example, he
lists “[i]nadequate knowledge of workplace norms” as a barrier, as well), non-educational
resources can enable and support the elimination of other barriers (132). Put another
way, it’s hard to learn in GED class when you’re hungry and worried about where you
and your children are going to sleep tonight. Again, just like the skills-based perspective
above, many of these barriers seem like common-sense, straight-forward problems to
solve—Get folks access to the appropriate resources, and work with these other
organizations to stabilize these families, eliminating barriers to employment as you go.

Many of the programs described in studies above included, as part of their ABE
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and/or welfare-to-work mission, some access to resources that weren’t predominantly
educational. For instance, one-third of the participants in the Bloom et al. study received
a comprehensive assessment of the barriers they faced, and were connected with the
appropriate resources (e.g., housing and mental health assistance) to remove those
barriers. The studies synthesized in the Greenberg, Deitch, and Hamilton article provided
a range of resources, including job placement and additional cash resources to incentivize
continued employment. The most frequently cited non-educational barrier in my research
is quality, reliable, affordable (or even free) childcare. Many studies detailed the
essential nature of childcare for women's ability to stay off of the welfare rolls. Sue
Pearlmutter and Elizabeth Bartle depict this issue with particular poignancy, telling of
women who struggle to get reimbursed by the state for child care costs, who have
difficulty finding jobs that match daycare schedules, and who worry about the safety and
health of their children at under-staffed centers. Along similar lines, the Institute for
Children and Poverty sees quality housing—close to work opportunities, child care, and
other resources—as vital to helping families pursue educational and other opportunities
to create a sustainable future.
While participants in programs like Women for Change cannot even hope to
better their situations, much less work, without having certain material and service needs
(such as childcare and access to transportation) met, these needs are outside the scope of
the present study. I mention them primarily because of their omnipresence in the
literature, and because any welfare-to-work program that fails to address these and other
more fundamental needs, no matter how excellent, will fail.

However, there are a few intriguing barriers not often discussed that are worth
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mentioning briefly. One has to do with closer case management, even mentorship. For
example, one woman in Seccombe's study, Beth, dreams of being a nurse, but feels
unable to complete the necessary education without someone to help guide and support
her through the process (191). And Pearlmutter and Bartle found that women trying to
leave welfare asked for caseworkers who provided more individual support in finding
well-paying jobs, and perhaps a former TANF recipient who can help them navigate the
system and give them resources (and encouragement) to leave welfare. While TANF
recipients are assigned to a case worker/case manager who helps them receive their
benefits and meet eligibility requirements, these case workers are frequently so
overloaded with cases that they are simply unable to provide this kind of mentorship.
Perhaps this represents an unmet need or another barrier to employment TANF recipients
face.
The second seldom-discussed barrier has to do with whether or not TANF
recipients and others in poverty believe that formal (often governmental) programs can—
and want—to help them. For instance, Seccombe reports being stunned at how little her
participants knew of government programs to fund higher education (such as Pell grants
and other federal financial aid). This lack of awareness regarding resources, in part,
stems from an assumption that, while the government does help provide some assistance
via TANF, WIC, and other programs, the government's aim is not truly to be helpful.
Throughout the research—particularly within the work of Hays, D'Amico, and
Pearlmutter and Bartle—we hear mothers receiving public assistance describe the distain
and lack of helpfulness caseworkers evince. One of A. Fiona Pearson's research

participants describes how this distrust of governmental services may begin before one
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ever applies for welfare:
[S]ome of us come from an environment, if you ever get lost, you are told
... find a policeman … and if you have your address, he will bring you
home. But then you've got those that grew up in [an impoverished]
environment.… [The police] are the one that’s [sic] usually taking away
their family members, not helping them to get back to their family
members, so all of those kinds of things, they deal with them as obstacles
and hindrances because they see that as an arm of the government. (80-81)
This comment suggests that, rather that presume that those associated with the
government or government programs sincerely aim to assist and serve, many who come
from a life of poverty may see such programs as not having their best interests at heart.
In addition, Judith Levine argues in Ain’t No Trust: How Bosses, Boyfriends, and
Bureaucrats Fail Low-income Mothers and Why It Matters that women attempting to
move off of welfare do not trust those in power, especially welfare case workers, to give
them all of the benefits to which they are legally entitled. “This distrust,” writes Levine,
“interferes with the intended incentives of specific welfare policies….[Her informants]
did not trust that promised benefits would accrue in practice,” so they rarely went to great
pains to meet particular goals, or take advantage of special programs, like focused job
training or more intensive interventions (49). This barrier presents a significant
limitation not only to the efficacy of welfare-to-work programs, but also to individuals
and families who could be missing out on important material and educational benefits
aimed at improving their lives now and in the future. Thus, any ABE/welfare-to-work
program that seeks to connect individuals with other organizations and resources may
have to address these looming trust issues, as well as proving themselves to be
trustworthy in the process.

Gaps in the Literature This Study Seeks to Address
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This study, of course, focuses on the literacies each of the stakeholder groups feel
participants should learn. And as suggested from the review of studies above, there is
substantial disagreement in what different stakeholders want and need out of ABE,
welfare-to-work, and/or work-readiness programs.
Through my review of the literature, I found very few qualitative studies that
sought to understand the needs and goals of different stakeholder groups within an
ABE/welfare-to-work program. In fact, when I first started my review, I could find very
few studies that even asked TANF recipients/program participants what they wanted or
needed out of these programs—and even fewer that did so using methods other than
survey research. Ellen Kilgos and Thomas Valentine’s 2007 study of a welfare-to-work
curriculum mirrored my own ideas in many ways. They received feedback from multiple
stakeholder groups—potential employers, ABE educators, and the program participants
themselves—about what welfare-to-work curricula should include. However, they used a
survey research instrument to collect data, which may have left many needs unexpressed
and unacknowledged.
Substantive and valuable ethnographic investigations of programs and populations
similar to those in the present study had certainly been published when I began my work.
Juliet Merrifield and her colleagues, for example, completed Life at the Margins over ten
years before I started my work, and A. Fiona Pearson, Karen Seccombe, Sharon Hayes,
and Sue Pearlmutter and Elizabeth Bartle had already published substantive, qualitative
research on the needs and perspectives of women (particularly women of color) trapped
in poverty and in need of public assistance. While the goals of these studies varied, most

of them focused exclusively on amplifying the voices of impoverished Americans who
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had been silenced for too long, drowned out by narratives of TANF recipients as lazy,
selfish, over-sexed, and living extravagantly off of the public dime. The work of these
scholars helped create a space for others, such as myself, to not only reach out to those
marginalized individuals, but to also put their emerging voices into context among the
complicated programmatic conditions they found in welfare-to-work and ABE programs.
This study, then, seeks to contribute to the growing body of research that studies
the goals, needs, and perspectives of multiple stakeholders in welfare-to-work programs
using thick description and ethnographic methods. Since I began this study in May of
2010, studies have been published that use ethnographic approaches to learn more about
the unique perspectives of stakeholders in programs similar to Women for Change.
Specifically, Tighe et al. (2013) use both statistical analysis and interviews to get a richer
picture of literacy gains in an ABE program, as well as to elucidate the different (and
often very subtle) goals held by participants. However, studies like the present one are
rare in that my study also seeks to triangulate data via participant observation, field notes,
interviews, and collection and analysis of program documents. This methodology seeks
to put various forms of data in relation to one another to at once emphasize the
constructed, social literacy-learning context created in this program, and also to build
credible arguments regarding my observations.
Additionally, part of the knowledge gap that I’m trying to address is what these
programs might look like when viewed through a lens that sees literacy even more
broadly than the multiliteracies-oriented programs described above. That is, ABE, GED
test prep, and welfare-to-work programs, as suggested in this literature review, take an

often-fragmented view of the work they do and the ends they try to achieve. Let me
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illustrate what I mean. The Literacy Volunteers of New York City (LVNYC) program
mentioned above seems to do a fabulous job of taking motivated, low-literate individuals
and helping them meet their own personal literacy learning goals. But any benefits
participants may accrue as a result of this learning are likely neither tracked nor indicated
as an explicit goal. Further, when one of the participant writers has emotional difficulty
when writing about a troubling experience in her past, how do the staff and volunteers
who run the program handle it? Is this difficulty seen as external and apart from the
process of literacy learning, or is it anticipated, planned for, and viewed as a common (if
not natural) part of writing and literacy development?
Thus, some of the questions I want to test in this research are
•

How does this more-capacious view of literacy instruction actually hold
up when used to view an ABE/welfare-to-work program?

•

Can a broader, less-fragmented-and-compartmentalized vision of literacy
adequately conceptualize the goals of the stakeholders involved and
faithfully represent the experience of participants? And how does this
view compare to these existing models and theories?

•

Can this more capacious view of literacy offer us not only a richer
understanding of programs like Women for Change, but also give us
insight as to how we can improve programs going forward?

In the chapters that follow, I hope to address these questions and contribute to the body of
knowledge outlined above. Specifically, in the next chapter, I will examine the
complexity and conflict around one kind of literacy promoted within the Women for

Change program: GED test preparation. Many of the tensions and conflicts sketched
above appear, and tidy resolutions are difficult to find.
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CHAPTER 3
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“I ALREADY PASSED THE READING”: CONFLICT AND COLLABORATION
IN THE GED/LITERACY SKILLS CLASS
The windows behind me were already open. Outside, it was quiet. The
occasional scrape of shoes on sidewalk five stories below. Birds tweetle and cheep. Not
what some would expect, I thought, for a city that has a murder almost every other day.
Expectations were for another sweltering day, and the mid-morning breezes cooled the
GED prep/literacy skills classroom enough to make the place bearable, sometimes
throughout the day.
A new participant is talking to Annabella on the other side of the room. Her name
is Lucy, I’ll learn later, and her eyes dart around the room, at Ms. Annabella, towards the
floor. Lucy had just been referred here by her caseworker at the local welfare office. She
bites her lip, talks quietly. With only the little noises made by five other people quietly
working in the same room—the other participants are completing tests that assess their
current educational level—it’s impossible not to hear what she’s saying.
“I just need to get my GED,” Lucy tells Annabella. “I’ve passed some parts of
the test, but I’m having trouble with the social studies,” she says.
“We mostly work,” Annabella says, “on the reading.”
“But I’ve already passed the reading.” I don’t know Lucy, but that sounds like
annoyance and exasperation in her voice. “I’ve passed that and the science. I’ll take the
writing next week.” Mentally, I check those off the list. If she passes the writing, I think,
she’ll be over halfway there. Only math. And social studies, of course.
“What was your score on the social studies?” asked Annabella.

“Well, I got a 400, then I got a 380.” I recall that, at a minimum, a passing
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score for a GED section is 410, but to pass the entire test, takers have to average at least
450 per section for a total of 2,250.
“With what did you struggle the most?”
“I don’t know,” said Lucy, “it seemed easy.”
I think I see Annabella cock an eyebrow. “Hmm. We mainly focus on the
reading and the math, and social studies kind of goes to the background,” she says.
Lucy is quiet.
“But we’ll work on it,” Annabella assures her, smiling and patting Lucy’s
shoulder.
This episode—and others like it—embody larger conflicts within the goals,
ideologies, and processes between the Women for Change stakeholder groups. My
analysis focuses in particular on two broad categories of categories of conflict within the
WFC program: those related to the literacy skills/GED prep class, and those connected to
the program’s clinical counseling requirement. In this chapter, I will discuss the conflict
surrounding the literacy skills/GED prep course, and in the next chapter, I will tackle the
issues involving mandatory counseling.
These conflicts often relate to differing constructions of the idea of need. In the
context of a program like Women for Change, it becomes at once a murky and very clear
concept. The faces I saw on my visits belong to names that appear on applications for aid
because they need help to survive. According to the official language, when they receive
this aid, they are “needy”; they become the “families” that need cash “assistance” as part
of the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program, or TANF. This program,

typically called welfare, is one of a suite of assistance programs for the poor in the US.
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The others offer food (via the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP) and
health care (through Medicaid), and the states administer some kind of housing
assistance. TANF participants received an average of $392 a month in fiscal year 2010
(the year this research was undertaken) according to the Department of Health and
Human Services—money which, like shelter, food, and health services, people need to
live. In many cases, this assistance is what keeps families from starving, from being
exposed to the weather and dangers on the streets, and from missing medication and
health care that could result in death. Need, in this sense, is a requirement for life.
But when I asked the women of Women for Change what they needed to “get
where they wanted to be” in life, “need” became much murkier. In this chapter, I will
discuss the points of contention and congruence between what each of the three
stakeholder groups—the participants in WFC, the program staff members and instructors,
and the funding entity—feel WFC’s women need to achieve their goals, whatever they
may be. Of course, the subtext to the participants’ goals is the program’s goal—and the
goal of the reformed welfare system under the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996—which is to get individuals off of
welfare permanently. How each group hoped to accomplish that goal, and others they
may have, offers insight regarding literacy education that supports the professional
aspirations of adult learners and how to better serve those marginalized in current
educational and economic systems.
What I will argue in this chapter is that learners—particularly within this skill
level and set of demographics—react best in the literacy classroom when their felt needs

and goals are overtly included or accounted for in the curriculum. To put a finer point
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on it, individuals learn best when they can see the connections between what is
happening in the classroom and their own personal goals and priorities outside of the
classroom. Many educators have articulated this point, but for this chapter, I’ll begin
with a concept that Russel Durst calls “reflective instrumentalism.” This approach
encourages teachers to address and take into account learners’ personal goals for career
development, credential-earning, and skills development, while also meeting curricular
goals, such as critical reflection or learning a new discourse (Durst 178). My analysis
demonstrates, in part, that program goals that conflict with or appear to disregard
learners’ own sense of goals and direction—even those which may arguably be
misguided—may lead them to actively and passively resist participation in programs like
WFC.
What I advocate, however, is an approach that goes further than Durst or those
using a participatory and critical literacy theoretical framework. Based on this research, I
advocate a more reflective path between the skills-based ABE programs and those in the
critical or participatory tradition. More specifically, I argue that programs like WFC
should take a broader approach to their curriculum in relation to the individuals they
serve by actively collaborating on programmatic goals. As suggested in the review of the
literature (previous chapter), ABE and welfare-to-work researchers have only begun to
seriously listen to the needs and goals of participants in these programs, much less
actually bring these insights to bear on program and curriculum development. This
research must be expanded at the disciplinary level. Further, these programs must view
client educational goals more concretely within the context of their abilities and their

social and cultural environments. Much like specific approaches within literacy
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studies, I argue that educators need to learn about participants’ literate practices in
relation to their cultural contexts and goals to provide effective and sensitive literacy
instruction. This may take the form of scaled-back versions of the kinds of data
collection used for programmatic assessment, evaluation, and development of ABE and
welfare-to-work curricula.
“I have better expectations of myself than just a GED”: Participant Goals and
Program Limitations
As the example at the beginning of this chapter suggests, WFC’s stakeholder
groups did not always see eye to eye on the role and importance of the GED test prep
component of the Women for Change program. Another episode relatively early in the
program dramatizes this practical and ideological conflict from the perspective of a
participant who had been in the program slightly longer (two days). Lupe, an engaged,
thoughtful member of WFC, was the only learner in the classroom as the GED/literacy
skills class began that day. Annabella, the instructor for this part of the program, had
prepared for more. At 10:14am, with all of her usual warmup activities written on the
board—which included a math/problem solving game, an inspirational quote, and a few
vocabulary words—and with her photocopies and materials neatly collated and stacked
on a table close to the beaten wooden podium at the front-right corner of the room on
which her lesson plans were conveniently arrayed, she turned disappointedly and
announced, “OK, let’s get started. Let’s get started. Thank you so much for coming.
We’re supposed to have one, two, three….ten people….and you’re the only one.”
Undaunted and still expecting more to arrive late, she launched into her planned lessons

for the morning: Adding, subtracting, multiplying, and reducing fractions; a narrative
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writing exercise prompted by an ambiguous photo of a woman, crouched over an open
suitcase (is she laughing? Crying?); and a short handout detailing the importance of
context in reading (titled “So you think English is easy?!”). Another participant,
Bernadette, did arrive about fifteen minutes after Annabella began, and joined a highly
interactive lesson on fractions. Bernadette, after some time, began to remember how to
do this intimidating form of math: At one point, to challenge Lupe and Bernadette,
Annabella asked, “What happens when I have four sixths plus three twelfths?”
Bernadette exclaims, “You have to have a common denominator!” and almost as quickly
blurts that the answer is eleven twelfths. She’s getting ahead of Annabella. Lupe seems a
bit more lost, and says she can’t remember what to do when the numerator is larger than
the denominator.
Later, after the writing exercise and discussion about the trickiness of the English
language and lunch, Annabella begins the second half of her lesson plans: a mini-lesson
on reading and engaging with editorial or political cartoons—a task, according to
Annabella, the GED exam typically includes—and an “Eat This, Not That!” exercise in
reading nutrition labels. Bernadette is called out of the room for her individual
counseling appointment around 1:20, a bit before the nutrition label activity. Then, Lupe
resists.
“Nobody cares about the worst chips and dips,” she tells Annabella, looking over
the handout.
“I do,” Annabella says.
“But why do we have to?”

Annabella laughs, “Because I said so!” She continues, “So this is a little
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something, FYI, that’s all.”
Understanding she’s losing Lupe, Annabella offers her a deal after completing the
exercise: “I want you to do some reading. It’s a poem, by Diana Hickson,” she says. “I
want to do at least 20 minutes of the reading.” After this, Lupe can do what she wants.
“I just want to take the GED test!” Lupe half groans. “When can I do that? Does
it cost to take the test?”
“It costs twelve dollars to take the test, but your case manager can help you with
that.” Annabella pauses, seems to be thinking. Maybe she’s recalling the earlier trouble
Lupe had with fractions? She says something about making sure Lupe’s ready.
Otherwise, “they’re just paying 12 dollars, 12 dollars, 12 dollars” for the testing of a
person who has little chance of actually passing.
“I’d like to get the math out the way first,” Lupe smiles, and she says she’s ready.
Annabella looks at Lupe, then at the locked cabinet with the test booklets—locked
because the GED test prep books used to disappear frequently. “I’d prefer you take the
pre-test in the big GED book first,” she said.
“Not the practice GED?” Lupe shoots back. “Come on! At the county literacy
council, they’d let people take a test after having only being there a week!”
Annabella frowns. As a woman who spent seventeen years working with the
county literacy council, she knows how they do things.
“Listen, hey,” Lupe says, twisting in her chair to look up at Annabella’s face.
“I’m not trying to offend you. You’re a good teacher. But I want to get the GED thing
out the way because I have better expectations of myself than just a GED.”

Annabella squeezes the small brass key in her fist and walks to the cabinet,
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unlocking it.
Lupe exhales, her palms upturned on the long table in front of her, “I want to
move along.”
“Well, you’re supposed to build up to the exam rather than take a run at it right
away,” Annabella says, maybe a note of peevishness in her voice, as she sets down the
test booklet and the photocopied sheet where Lupe will write her answers. She has 46
minutes to complete this section, part one of the GED math practice exam.
“What I like about you,” Annabella says, moving around the room, preparing the
test and materials for Lupe, “is you tell it like it is and you tell me what you need. But
please understand: I do a lot of what I do to try to reach people across a wide range of
skill levels.”
Lupe looks around and laughs. “But I’m the only one in here!”
Not long after the timer starts, I hear Lupe complain not quite under her breath.
She hadn’t seen one of the problem types on the first page of the test. “Well, yeah,
because we’ve only had, like, two classes so far?!” Annabella quips.
Despite the apparent difficulty, Lupe is eager to see her score when her time is up.
“Well, you got eleven out of 24 wrong,” Annabella pronounces. I learn later that, in
order to pass a section of the GED, test takers typically need to answer 60-65% of
questions correctly. Lupe did answer thirteen questions correctly. Her percentage? 54%.
Not enough to pass.
Lupe seems disappointed, slightly. Annabella, perhaps vindicated. Annabella is
talking, coaching Lupe, as she puts away the test materials and brings out some GED

study sheets for Lupe to use. “You may think,” Annabella says, “that some of what we
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do in this class is unnecessary or not useful.”
Lupe cuts her off. “I just want to know where I stand.”
Annabella continues, “But it’s all…all of the stuff we’re doing is building up to
something.”
But the question is, Building to what? And do WFC’s participants and its GED
class instructor have the same goals in mind?
Women for Change: Participants’ Felt Needs vs. Practical Programmatic Goals
For starters, WFC staff did not have GED completion as a concrete goal for the
program, although making progress toward the GED, whatever that may look like, is.
Annabella preferred to call the class a literacy and math skills class. “This is not a strict
GED program,” she told participants during the WFC orientation, and there were a
number of reasons why this distinction was made. A seasoned adult basic educator,
Annabella is well aware of the amount of teaching and learning that can be accomplished
in the short ten weeks that is WFC. As she told me during one of my first observational
days, “In the course of a year, you’re doing well to raise the students’ scores one level;
raising two levels is excellent.” The “level” in this case is grade level. So, if one level in
a year is good, what can one even hope to accomplish in less than 20% of that time?
Certainly learning can occur, but one wonders if that learning will be noticeable in an
assessment.
Further, her course was not designated as a strict GED course because of the
variety of the educational levels of participants. In our interview, she said, “I have so
many students who are not on a GED level. Um, they would like to think they are but

educationally they’re not—the specific GED learning level.” It is disingenuous, the
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reasoning seems to go, to call it a GED prep course when the work being done is closer to
the pre-GED level, and perhaps more basic than that in some cases.
More concretely, Women for Change is not funded as, nor considered to be, a
GED prep program. Cecelia, the administrator in charge of the organization that funds
WFC, said this:
Literacy is a part of it [the overall assistance her office provides]. What
they [the state government] did was invent these new programs. They
gave money to the Department of Ed[ucation], welfare did. They’re called
Move Up, these programs. We used to have three in this county. And
they are to serve only welfare clients, and that’s ABE, GED, or ESL.
Because of funding constraints last year, they got rid of one, we have
two…. So, kinda in a way, the state told us then, ‘This [the Move Up
funding] is your money for literacy. We’ve already divided that money
out of your thing [block grant for welfare-to-work]. So you really
shouldn’t be doing any other typea literacy.’ But we do. I mean, it’s part
of the plan in WFC, I mean, and it’s been, been very successful I think.
In terms of what the funding agency pays for, then, and in terms of program evaluation
and funding accountability, WFC is not strictly a GED prep program.
However, the program director, Madaline, does list progress toward a GED as one
of the “concrete goals” for the program:
Ryan: What would you say are the specific goals for Women for Change?
Madaline: Um, well, a couple things as far as concrete goals. Um, and
that is, you know, helping clients, um, achieve their GED or to move in
that direction to achieve, you know, parts of the GED, and help motivate
them to continue to complete that process. Um, that is a significant goal.
In addition, Annabella suggested in one of our early conversations that “GED scores are
becoming increasingly important for WFC, and a state person [may] come at points in
time and ask about the scores, so [Annabella] wants to be ready.”

In short, any focus on GED test preparation within a work-readiness program
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(especially with such a short duration) is complicated: Work-readiness programs (like
WFC) often do not receive dedicated funding for GED education and testing, but still see
basic skills attainment as a primary goal. In addition, participants want—and arguably
need—this credential and skillset to meet the ultimate goals of the program: to find and
maintain paid employment. However, programs like WFC have too short a duration, in
many cases, to make a lasting impact on the GED completion capacity of participants.
And this is to say nothing of the complicated relationship between earning a GED and
increasing one’s job prospects, a point which I flesh out below.
To add further complexity to the GED prep component of this program, there are
typically some WFC participants who have already earned their diploma or GED; calling
this course GED prep, then, could overtly signal to these participants that this course
contains nothing useful for them. That is, it would be preparation for an exam they do
not need to take. Predictably, the utility of this class varied for those who did not need to
take the GED exam. Darla said this in our interview:
What I’m really happy about, is that I mean I have my GED and I have
some college behind me but they’re allowing me to take the part of the
GED [literacy skills class] to do a refresher. Because chances are I'm
going to have to, um, do an entrance exam. And I mean I'm just sitting
here like goin’, ‘God I can't even REMEMBER how to do all of this stuff.
It's been so long.’ So, [I’m happy about] the fact that they’re allowing me
just to take part in all this refresher instead of sitting in there and just, you
know, looking for a job which I’m really not ready for a job right now.
She did not participate in this “refresher” every day. She also used this time to research
necessary next steps for getting her dream job as a chef, which included finding and
applying to culinary school, seeking financial aid, and locating resources to help her
navigate daily life. Still, she saw enough value in the ‘GED course’ to continue

participating, which suggests that, regardless of what the course is called (and what
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folks prefer to call it), participants will engage to the extent that they see value for
themselves. This participant—a high school completer—saw value in having
GED/literacy skills program as part of WFC. This suggests that even alreadycredentialed participants see instrumental use value in the literacy piece of the WFC
program.
Interestingly, most WFC participants during this program cycle who had not yet
earned a diploma or GED were close to doing so. Of the four interviewees who had not
yet completed the GED, two needed to pass only one more section of the GED exam
(math) in order to complete the process. And one woman needed to pass two exams:
math and social studies9. Not only were most WFC participants close to earning the
certificate, but in many cases they came to WFC from other GED prep programs,
expecting to complete (or at least continue) their work in this one. Here is what Lucy
said about her expectations for WFC:
Ryan: What did you think you’d get out of this program? Kind of, what
did you expect?
Lucy: Well, I expected to do, get my GED. I didn’t know there was a lot
of other stuff involved…
Ryan: OK
Lucy: …wit it. Like I just thought it was just strictly GED.
Ryan: OK. Ummm. So. What’s your feeling about the other stuff
involved? Like.
Lucy: It’s OK. It’s not really, you know I was just like, um, ‘The other
stuff is basically, like, in the way because I came for, you know, one
thing.’ But it’s OK. It’s, it’s an, um, nice program.
Lucy clarifies later, saying that these were simply her expectations: she had come from a
focused GED prep course and, when her time in that program was up, expected the next
9

One interviewee, Aiesha, did not specify how close she was to completing the GED, but
did say she wanted help with her math skills, suggesting that at least that exam remained.

program to do the same thing. And she did say that she has gotten some valuable
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things from the ‘other parts of the program,’ such as learning assertive communication
and interviewing skills. But she was also very focused on earning her GED. About the
importance of earning a GED, she said, “I need somethin’. I’m not goin’ to just have
nuthin’ and be havin’ job after job. You know, like, not goin’ nowhere. I NEED at least a
GED. To get a GOOD job.” Given the difficulty of passing all of the GED exam
portions, the amount of time and energy she’d already invested, the acutely felt
importance of the GED to her future job prospects, and frequent reminders that her time
on TANF is strictly limited—that, if she’s not prudent with her time, this valuable safety
net may not be available to her and her family should they need it again—it is little
wonder Lucy and others in her situation are so tightly focused on completing the GED.
And WFC participants who had not yet earned their GED made it very clear that this was
their primary goal: Out of six participants who had not yet earned the credential, five
clearly stated it was their number one or primary goal.
Women for Change: Program Ambivalence about Participant Goals
If participants are so focused on earning (or making progress toward earning) a
GED, and program staff members are adamant that little can be practically done to
achieve this goal in the short time frame, what does Annabella, the literacy/GED class
instructor, attempt to do?
Eschewing the ‘GED prep’ label, Annabella characterizes her work instead as
“math and literacy” classes that broadly teach skills and strategies useful for passing the
GED exams, as well as doing other things in the world. Many of Annabella's lessons do

clearly refer back to key elements of the GED exams. However, she does not see this
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as a central focus. Instead, she articulates broader, more general goals:
My goals would simply be to be able to present basically the math and
literacy. Um, because I have so many students who are not on a GED
level. Um, they would like to think they are but educationally they’re
not—the specific GED learning level. But I’d like to make it available to
them, and for them to, to be able to learn in an easier manner, and to to
have that retention of what they hear, and what they’re learning. Uh, and
make it a little bit, somehow try to make it sensible to them and, kind of,
‘OK, this could be appropriate for me. Why am I learning this? Um, how
can I utilize it in my life? Uh, is it meaningful to me in my life? Uh, what
the heck are you trying to to tell me geometry? I’ll never be able to, you
know, it’s, it’s stupid for me to learn this.’ And yet I would like them to to
be exposed to all of this so that at least they are exposed and they have a
little bit of, of this that that might seep in. But they also, I think, need to
understand that this type of learning can have a bearing on their life and
can have a very good meaning for them.
In the absence of consistent participant preparation levels, and faced with broad (and, in
many ways, uncertain) futures, Annabella seeks to generally help clients see the value in
the kinds of literacy and numeracy offered in more traditional US educational settings. It
should be noted, however, that her classroom methods are non-traditional in many
aspects, and she used any available means to reach her learners.
Of course, the content of her classes did match up very broadly with the needs of
those who would take and pass the GED. I asked Annabella about the relationship
between her course content and the GED:
Ryan: …OK, so, what is it that you try to teach and what’s the relationship
between those things [your class and the GED exam]?
Annabella: I, sometimes it scares me that I am not giving them enough of
what they, they need to know on the test and that I’m doing more of a
broad [course], because, sometimes, [laughs] it sounds terrible to say, I’m
afraid that they, they won’t ever attain that GED, so I’m trying to give
them some skills that maybe they can still utilize even if they don’t attain
the GED.
Later, she adds:

I think, those that have the desire and the, the, the strength to get through it
[the GED process] will do it. And they’ll, they’ll, they’ll get what is
needed when I do teach to the test. When I don’t teach to the test, I’m
trying to reach a broader spectrum of people with, with more, more kind
of fun and interesting things.
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These comments, coupled with those above, construct a complex image of WFC’s
literacy program. We see that Annabella does hope that her classes build into
something—that learners “have that retention of what they hear, and what they’re
learning”—and presumably the work on, say, fractions that the class does during WFC
can build toward other math concepts that will enable a participant to pass the GED. As
such, her “literacy and math” classes can broadly fit into the needs of those looking to
pass the GED, even if participants would rather engage in more focused GED preparation
in order to pass the exam sooner. Further, she aims to teach useful literate skills—ones
that, regardless of a participant’s desire or ability to pass the GED, will ideally provide
her with a broader sense of the world. In many ways, then, one can see that Annabella’s
goals are not exactly different from those professed by WFC’s learners. But the
program’s lack of specificity—lack of direct applicability to and clear relationships with
the GED material—does not exactly match the stated goals of the clients, either. And
Annabella’s pessimism regarding learners’ ability to pass the GED exam is disheartening.
However, her goal of making the course useful in some way despite learners’ uncertain
futures is understandable.
Unsurprisingly, the goals of the funding agency, as well, do not explicitly include
attainment of a GED. This, according to my informant, is a function of policy changes at
broader governmental levels and not a reflection of values within the County Aid Offices
around New Birmingham. According to Cecelia,

Ya know, we always feel GEDs are important, you know. I don, it’s very
disheartening. I mean, this program. I really used to believe in the
mission, and things have just changin, and, they, like main primary case
managers, they feel that they’re just, like, time keepers. That that’s all
they’re doing: gettin time sheets, tryna work it. And you’re not dealing
with the day ta day issues as what, as much as before. Like a GED should
be a great success, for somebody to get a GED. It’s important, but the
state really doesn’t recognize it as anything. ’S not one of our goals.
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To clarify, many welfare-to-work and ABE training policies promote educational
attainment, particularly the completion of a GED, a high school diploma, or an
equivalent. Cecelia, however, pointed out that her program was primarily evaluated upon
other criteria: Generally, placing clients into paid work positions, and having them
remain in paid work—and off of TANF—for more than six months. Thus, while the
GED might be a valuable goal to Cecelia and others at the state level, it has been
removed from the list of valuable outcomes for programs like WFC.
Annabella, too, does not see the GED as a primary goal and expresses some
reservations about the value of material learned for the GED: “Really, when when you
think about it, some of the things that they have to learn in order to pass the test, uh, is
stuff that they, that has no bearing on their lives and [is] no help for them.” Here, she
suggests a complicated but important issue regarding ABE and the GED: How useful is
the GED, either as a credential, or as preparation for work, or as an experience that makes
one’s life richer?
Outside Perspectives: What are Desired Outcomes in Programs like WFC?
All participants saw value in earning a GED. The six (out of eight participants)
who had not yet earned the credential—and Iman, who graduated secondary school in
Sudan—sought to pass the exam, with five reporting that passing the GED is their highest
priority. This seems consistent with previous research. Describing the results of survey

research in which 323 participants in ABE programs responded, Hal Beder and
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Thomas Valentine report that their participants gave the category of educational
advancement, in which the concept of earning a GED is included, the highest mean score
in their research. On a scale of one to three—one meaning “not true” for me, two
meaning “somewhat true,” and three meaning “very true”—the educational advancement
category had a mean item score of 2.55 (81, 86). International research by Boeren,
Holford, Nicaise, and Baert came to a similar conclusion. On a five-point Likert scale
(1=strongly disagree, 3=neutral, and 5=strongly agree), respondents from twelve
European nations rated the item “to obtain [a] certificate” as one of their primary goals.
In eight of the twelve countries, it was the highest rated item, and it was never rated
below fifth (among eighteen other items) (255-256). The “certificate” sought by the
European participants varied depending on their previous education and current level in
school, but many wanted to earn their high school diploma or equivalency, just as those
in WFC. And nearly all of WFC’s members were well on their way to doing just that. It
would seem, primarily, their rationale in earning a GED is, quoting Shante, to get rid of
“the only thing standing in my way.” In other words, not having a GED formed a barrier.
But barrier to what? How would a GED make her life richer?
The lack of a GED does place tangible limits on the future educational and
employment prospects of the women in WFC, according to both interview data and an
investigation of the literature. For Lucy, the GED was a means of building job and
economic security: “I NEED at least a GED, to get a GOOD job,” she said in her
interview. Lucy’s focus on the GED was pragmatic. A GED, in her mind, equals a “good

job10,” and a good job means a better, more stable economic future for her and her
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family. She was not alone in this connection between a GED and improved employment
opportunities. Within the first day of the program, Bernadette, a very vocal, active
participant in the WFC sessions she attended, said “[You] need your GED or diploma to
work in a hospital, and that’s my goal.” However, other participants echoed Lucy’s more
general connection between a GED and their working future, especially Shante (as noted
above).
In our interviews, the women suggested that earning the GED would make them
more employable. Bernadette and Lucy both said that a GED was required to work in a
hospital. And according to the Alliance for Excellent Education (AEE), as of 2007, only
eleven percent of jobs in the United States were available to people without a high school
diploma or GED (1). Three times as many jobs—30% of them, according to the AEE—
are available to high school graduates or GED earners. And, according to Bureau of
Labor Statistics data from 2013, those who complete high school or its equivalent earn,
on median, $181 more per week than those who do not. Over the course of a year,
completers earn $9,724 more—a pay raise of more than 41%. So, perhaps they are
correct.
However, maybe there is some mythologizing of literacy—or, of the power of the
credential—on the part of the participants. In The Literacy Myth: Cultural Integration
and Social Structure in the Nineteenth Century, Harvey Graff argues that the role of
traditional print literacy in helping the poor improve their economic and social
10

Lucy suggests that a “good job” is one that pays well. Specifically, her idea of a “good
job” was working as a nurse, and she said she wanted to work as a nurse in part because
“[t]hey make good money.”

circumstances has been greatly overstated. Specifically, Graff’s study of Nineteenth

108

Century Canadian culture and education argues that social mobility and economic
success was most frequently linked to social origins (such as race, class, and gender)
rather than to one’s literacy. “Only rarely,” writes Graff, “was the achievement of
literacy sufficient to counteract the depressing effects of inherited characteristics, of
ethnicity, race, and sex” (Literacy Myth 114). WFC participants, who are almost entirely
women of color, feel these “depressing effects” most pointedly in a contemporary
American society struggling with institutionalized sexism and racism. The “literacy
myth,” as Graff and John Duffy succinctly state in an entry for the Encyclopedia of
Language and Education “refers to the belief […] that the acquisition of literacy is a
necessary precursor to and invariably results in economic development, democratic
practice, cognitive enhancement, and upward social mobility” (qtd. in “The Literacy
Myth at 30,” 1). Literacy is the only quality sufficient to enact all of these
transformations, according to the “literacy myth.”
However, many participants expressed their desire to earn a GED in tones similar
to Shante’s refrain: the lack of a GED is “the only thing standing in my way.” And while
US government labor statistics do suggest that earning a GED can make a substantial
difference in the earning capacity of those without a diploma, other research suggests
otherwise. In The GED, a working paper from the National Bureau for Economic
Research, authors James J. Heckman, John Eric Humphries, and Nicholas S. Mader argue
that the actual economic impact of earning a GED is much smaller than many sources
estimate. They suggest that, when using statistical methods to control for other factors—
such as academic aptitude, standardized test scores, and non-cognitive skills including

self-esteem and self-efficacy—earning a GED results in very modest economic
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returns (17, 34-35). Specifically, Heckman et al. cite another study that claims, after
controlling for variances in other standardized test scores, GED certified males earn 1%
less per hour than high school non-completers. And women who complete the GED earn
only 1.7% more per hour than those who earn neither a diploma nor a GED (17). In fact,
the authors allude to the fact that improving high school non-completers’ “non-cognitive”
skills, like motivation and confidence, yield greater labor market returns than GED
certification (34, 60).
Annabella offers a similarly critical view of earning a GED; at the very minimum,
she argues that WFC’s participants need more than just a GED:
If they can be elevated in their attempts to thrive and survive by passing
the GED which can make them have a better life, then that’s fine. But so
many of them even if they pass the GED are still going to live in this
community, they’re still going to have the same level of violence or not,
uh, still have the same housing, because how do you break that cycle? You
know, I mean, they’re so used to having this. And, and, so many times
they, even with a GED and with getting a job, they might not be able to
stick with a job, they might not, they don’t know the people skills, you
know. So, just learning from the GED book and learning how to pass it is
not going to make you, er get you where exactly where you need[.]
Much more systemic in scope, Annabella’s critique of participants’ desire to earn a
GED—and to focus almost solely on that goal—potentially reveals the blindspots in
participants’ assessments regarding their needs. Could it be that WFC participants are
mystified by the literacy and GED myths?
Perhaps. However, welfare programs in many states and localities, including
New Birmingham, can help fund education—earning a GED or a post-secondary

educational or professional credential, in some cases11. Thus, earning a GED may not
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only open the door to certain work opportunities, such as the nursing positions discussed
by Lucy and others, but it may also qualify them for future education, all while helping
them maintain their current level of benefits.
One can reason, then, that even if earning a GED is in and of itself not very
valuable (or as valuable as one would hope), it may be worth the time and effort
expended, because a program like WFC has an appealing, regular schedule (10am-around
3pm) and is less physically demanding than many work opportunities for which WFC’s
participants might apply. Further, WFC is certainly more understanding of lateness and
absences than an employer would be, and, based on my conversations with program
participants, the lack of work experience is not an overwhelming barrier to their future
employment, so work placements would not necessarily be better uses of the women’s
time. Taking all of this into consideration, it is not difficult to see that WFC’s
participants find value in the program and its GED-related literacy classes, even if
earning a GED does not yield the kinds of benefits for which they might hope.
Discussion: Meeting Felt Needs and Offering “What’s Best”—A Fruitful
Approach?
As I’ve suggested above, there are a number of contradictions within the Women
for Change program. The participants wanted GED prep and, in the case of Iman and
Darla, a literacy “refresher” to prepare them for entrance exams or other requirements of
11

“Welfare reform,” the 1996 PRWOR Act, has changed things significantly. As Cecelia
told me, after a certain length of time on welfare, a beneficiary's number of hours per
week that can be spent in educational programs and yet still count toward one's weekly
work requirements decreases. Thus, the level of TANF support recipients get for
education can vary widely.

further education. Upon closer examination of their personal situations, however, it’s
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clear that many WFC members needed much more to meet their goals for familial
stability, such as assistance with career and communication skills and help dealing with
their difficult emotional circumstances. WFC staff present a program that aims to meet a
broad variety of client needs, particularly those related to the expected components of
ABE and work-readiness classes. However, some aspects of the program, such as the
clinical counseling, seemed both unexpected by many and unclearly related to the
obvious goals (or what Madaline calls the “contract goals”) of the program. Even the
GED prep course wasn’t always as clearly or recognizably focused on GED test prep as
participants would have liked. Finally, the program funders are committed to helping
clients find paid work and maintain that employment for at least six months (a goal
Cecelia referred to as “retention”). A number of programmatic practices are in place to
help participants meet that goal, such as cash benefits being tied to searching for and
maintaining employment and a WFC curriculum designed to remediate typical gaps in
client employability. However, a significant amount of research suggests that earning a
GED isn’t enough to meet the kinds of long-term financial stability goals aimed at by
both the program funders and participants. As described above, GED-level skills and the
credential itself are frequently not as significant to improved long-term employment
prospects as learners and the funders would like. As such, there are deep contradictions
in the Women for Change program—broad disconnections between the goals of each of
the stakeholder groups and the means by which those goals might be achieved.
Women for Change serves as a useful case study for examining the complex
interplay of learners’ goals and desires within an educational enterprise that aims to meet

their felt needs, while also providing opportunities for growth that the learners
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themselves may not be aware they want or need, despite the potential benefits and
efficacy of such opportunities. This tension defines a good deal of research in the field of
education in general and ABE in particular. That research also offers suggestions for
how to deal with apparent differences in educational goals and outcomes. However,
existing frameworks are insufficient for conceptualizing and providing the kinds of
learning opportunities this population most needs. A clearer, more comprehensive vision
for ABE and work-readiness curricula must be articulated—one that considers participant
goals and needs within the context of their lives and communities, one that puts their felt
needs in relation to institutional and personal best practices.
We can use Russel Durst’s Collision Course: Conflict, Negotiation, and Learning
in College Composition as one point of departure. Durst’s work describes the differing
and possibly conflicting goals desired by the three main stakeholders within a college
composition class: the students, the instructor, and the university’s writing program.
Despite being conducted in a setting different from my work, the points of contention
will have a note of familiarity. Durst’s study reveals students he characterizes as
“instrumentalist,” which he defines as focusing “upon the world of work and career
advancement” (Durst 174). By contrast, the instructor leading the course (and, to a
degree, the writing program which sponsors and structures it) seeks to improve students’
facility and skill with critical thinking and cultural critique. Durst describes his
instrumentalist students as resisting (or simply not engaging with) the course’s focus on
critical thinking and cultural critique. Instead, these students said they expect (and want)
to learn skills that will translate to more effective writing in their working lives, as well

as when they write creatively and for pleasure (53, 59-60). To help smooth out the
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apparent conflict in goals, Durst recommends a “reflective instrumentalist” pedagogy,
where instructors maintain “the intellectual rigor and social analysis of current
pedagogies without rejecting the pragmatism of … students” (178). In short, Durst
advocates a kind of melding of students’ goals with those of the writing program and the
instructor.
Durst’s reflective instrumentalism provides some guidance for a middle path
between the desires of learners and the impersonal goals of bureaucracies and programs.
It is this middle path that seems absent from many current conversations of ABE
programs. According to George Demetrion, adult basic education finds itself caught
between two dichotomous ends (similar to the ones described by Durst). The first he
describes as grounded in meeting the workforce development needs of the United States,
built around notions of functional literacy. “Functional literacy,” as defined by Juliet
Merrifield and her colleagues, “places primary emphasis on the pragmatic uses of
literacy—to accomplish life tasks, especially work tasks” and is somewhat similar to
Durst’s instrumentalism (212). But with what work-related skills must adults be
proficient? Demetrion points to the US Department of Labor’s Secretary’s Commission
on Achieving Needed Skills (SCANS) reports, published in 1991 and 1992, as
benchmarks in articulating those skills12. Among them, the authors include problem
solving and having self esteem (SCANS 32-33). Thus, ABE curricula that use this
12

Despite their age, the SCANS reports have maintained relevance in the literature.
Kilgos and Valentine’s 2006 survey of what stakeholder groups think welfare recipients
need to learn uses the SCANS report as “a measurement framework for considering
work-related topics that might or might not be included” in an educational program (154).
Incidentally, the authors argue in part that their findings “provide… further validation for
the …SCANS report” (165).

approach seek to train learners to complete specified work and life tasks in order to
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improve their employment and personal prospects. However, it’s important to note that
not all learners will see the need, for example, to work on their self esteem or other skills
deemed critical by those designing functional literacy-based programs.
The second broad category of ABE programs, according to Demetrion, is
informed by the work of Paulo Friere and could be described as a critical or participatory
literacy approach. This philosophy highlights the relationship between literacy and
empowerment—both personal and political—and encourages learners to investigate,
understand, and work to change the social conditions that oppress them (Demetrion 8-9).
Unlike the functionalist perspective, the primary goal of critical education is to build
critical awareness of one’s world and to foster political engagement in making changes
beneficial to themselves and other oppressed people within that world. This paradigm
puts learners very consciously at the center of the curriculum: their daily lives and
circumstances form the content of the classes. Thus, learners control a significant portion
of what learning is accomplished and in what manner.
It’s worth noting that, in many ways, the dichotomy drawn by Demetrion is very
similar to that seen in the composition class studied by Durst. While Durst works toward
a mediating position, within the current ABE paradigm, there isn’t much discussion of a
middle way between the two approaches. The critical paradigm focuses on the material
and social inequities faced by participants, allowing them wide latitude to define and
explore projects and questions relevant to their lives and situations. Skills-based
education, on the other hand, defines concrete practices and abilities that, while taught in
the context of the classroom, are assumed to be transferable to other contexts, like the

workplace. However, relevance to the lives of learners is not central to curricular
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decisions made in this paradigm, and learners don’t have a clearly-articulated seat at the
table for defining that curriculum.
Demetrion does suggest there might be a mediating path between skills-based and
critical approaches, which he describes as the New Literacy Studies framework. Using
the work of Sylvia Scribner as an emblematic example, Demetrion writes “[l]iteracy is
best understood … as a set of practices embedded within the context of particular cultures
rather than … ‘the oppressed’ in search of liberation or simply an uncritical adaptation of
the status quo” and its views on functional literacy (15). “[E]ffective literacy programs,”
he quotes Scribner as writing, “are those that are responsive to perceived needs, whether
for functional skills, social power, or self-improvement” (qtd. in Demetrion 15). In short,
ABE programs grounded in New Literacy Studies research respond to participants’ felt
educational needs—whether for work-related skills-based training, to increase one’s
ability to participate in political processes, or for other reasons entirely. And
participants’ felt needs respond to the literacies valued within their specific cultural
contexts.
The Women for Change program may be best understood as a literacy program
that tried to find this middle path between functional and critical literacy. However,
because of the piecemeal way that it conceptualized each element (that is, each of the
“classes” were distinct and discrete), the Women for Change program missed the extent
to which it could have located and pursued this mediating philosophy. In short, WFC
worked to place client needs and goals at the center of the program, but also failed to
adequately articulate how the whole program—including elements clients didn’t feel a

need for, like clinical counseling and Life Skills—created a vision that, if realized,
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better positioned participants to reach their goals. I talk more about the issues created by
this piecemeal conception of the program in chapter five. However, I will mention here
that presenting participants with a more complete vision of what the WFC curriculum
added up to (or what it could represent when viewed holistically) would help get clients
more adamantly on board with what WFC was trying to accomplish, and make it
apparent that learner goals are at the heart of their curriculum.
Yet programs that try to move down this “middle path,” like WFC, and respond
more concretely to participants’ felt needs face conflicting stakeholder goals that do not
necessarily occur along predictable lines. For example, a study of ABE classrooms in
Florida found that “more effective” classrooms used a variety of teaching methods to
help accomplish learner goals, but those goals weren’t necessarily aligned with the state’s
goals to lead more residents to pass the GED and earn a diploma, and to document
learning (via standardized tests) (Tighe et al. 416-417). More specifically, learners in one
particularly lively site had
conversations about success [that] were dominated by the ways in which
their learning gains were allowing them to help their children with their
homework and improve their family life. In fact, various learners within
this study identified themselves as successful even though they did not
earn high numbers [on the state’s standardized tests] or passing scores on
the GED (423).
While learners at my site were gung-ho to take and pass tests—remember Lupe’s
insistence on taking the GED math practice test after two days of instruction?—those in
the Tighe et al. study sought learning that sustained a kind of day-to-day instrumentalism
that made even the students in Durst’s book seem theoretical by comparison.
Toward a Learner-Centered Approach

So, it seems like perhaps one step to take would be to focus more specifically
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on learners’ goals. In this case, it would mean more time spent on GED prep
coursework. Or, to use the model implied in Durst’s work, WFC could attempt to blend
programmatic goals—in this case, broader educational exposure and a focus on the
emotional goals of having participants feel supported—with those of participants. But
WFC staff members likely feel they’ve already blended their goals with those of the
participants; any more blending will result in a program that risks becoming less effective
and research-based. And, as detailed earlier in this chapter, making the literacy and math
skills class a strict GED prep class would face some significant challenges. This program
offers so much more than these women expected—more than some of them wanted. Yet,
as we will see in the next chapter, sometimes individuals don’t know what they need, or
how much they might benefit from something (like individual counseling) that they
expressly did not want at the outset. How are curriculum designers, educators, and
program staff members to balance enthusiastic desire for one part of the program
(particularly desire that is disproportionate to the relative benefits of that aspect) with the
ambivalence, dispassion, and even overt resistance directed at other parts of the
curriculum, regardless of potential benefits?
Perhaps some potential or perceived conflict can be mitigated by having a clearer
sense of where the learners are at in that given moment: what they hope to achieve in the
program, as well as their progress toward any goals, and the strengths and aptitudes they
can bring to bear in achieving those goals. There seemed to be some mismatch between
the progress the clients of WFC had made toward their explicit goal—for nearly all of
them, earning a GED—and where program staff understood them to be. For instance,

literacy instructor Annabella memorably said that her students were not at a GED
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academic level, but many of them in this cycle of the Women for Change program were
one passing exam away from completing the credential. In addition, she suggested that
participants may not care about reading or literature. She explained to me the difficulty
she had in introducing The Secret Life of Bees by Sue Monk Kidd into the curriculum.
“Sometimes they don’t, they don’t care,” she said. “You know, like, I tried to get them to
read this book this time around, The Secret Life of Bees, and only a few of them read it
and and did some of the things I wanted. So that was kind of a bust in a way.” However,
she added
Some other people surprised me by reading a little bit of that [Kidd’s]
book and then brining in other books that were more important to them,
that were, had more impact, which was great. So, I don’t know whether
that was something, the impetus to to help them to to stretch out and read
something else or whether they actually enjoy doing it on their own.
Annabella’s vantage point on the program was different than mine, and from where I
was, I could see many participants, including Lupe and Shante, carrying novels with them
and reading during breaks, even before Kidd’s novel was introduced. Shante finished at
least two books during the course of the program, and spoke at length during our
interview about her love of reading what she called “Black novels”: a genre that depicts
the drama and tragedy of Black urban life as described in hip-hop music and culture
(Norris xxii.) Shante and Lucy are good friends, and shared and discussed these books
with one another. Iman shared that she read many self-help books. And Lupe suggested
she was an avid reader: “We [she and her family] go to the library almost every day. It’s
our favorite place to go,” she told Annabella and I one day. This, of course, ignores a
substantial amount of reading WFC participants do throughout the day: Darla read a book

to her daughter every night and read culinary school application instructions, financial
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aid information, and recipes; Sharese and Aisha (among others) read and wrote on their
social media pages. In short, the women of WFC seemed to have a good grasp of
traditional literacy, and were often fluent in the even the more socially-privileged form of
literacy surrounding imaginative literature.
And Annabella did administer TABE tests (Tests of Adult Basic Education) to
participants and thus had some data as to their level of performance in these academic
areas when each joined the program. In the one sample exam she showed me, the
participant had scored in the “Advanced” range in reading (equivalent to typical high
school reading performance) and in the “Difficult” range in math, which tops out at the
last month of eighth grade, which is very close to the GED level. Annabella noted that
she saw the test taker using a calculator when one is not allowed, so she couldn’t be sure
that the exam results reliably measured the learner’s ability. In any case, the example
examinee seemed to be awfully close to “on the GED level” if not already there. So the
question becomes, What did Annabella mean when she said WFC’s participants were not
on the GED academic level?
Perhaps she meant that, according to the measures she administered, their math
skills were not on par and she was simply (but problematically) equating learners’ math
ability with their overall educational level. All of my informants claimed to have
difficulty with math, and none of the high school non-completers had passed the GED
math exam. And only Annabella had access to the participants’ TABE scores, which
may have shown in stark detail how much program participants had to learn to
successfully pass the GED math exam. While Annabella did not share those scores with

me, one interviewee shared that she struggled with a common—but pre-GED level—
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math difficulty. Shante reported, “[I]n school, I-I always had a hard time learning
fractions,” but because of her hard work with Annabella in the literacy and math skills
class, she said “I learned it now. And the percents. I learned it.” According to Nadine
Bezuk and Kathleen Cramer, fractions are typically considered middle school math,
taught in the US in grades 4-6 (n.p.). While Bezuk and Cramer note that many students
stumble over fractions, they (and percentages) are not topics considered part of a typical
high school curriculum. Despite the fact that fractions and percentages are tested on the
GED exam, their status as learning topics for middle school and junior high students
could lead Annabella (and others) to conclude that a learner unfamiliar with these
concepts is not yet ready to learn algebra, geometry, or polynomial equations, which find
themselves more typically within the US high school math curriculum. But this viewpoint
belies just how close many learners were to completing the exam. Additionally, despite
the fact that she was taking only one part of a practice exam, Lupe still came within four
or five correct answers of “passing.” And given her comment that she would “like to get
the math out the way first,” (emphasis added) she was one of the few WFC participants
who hadn’t yet passed any portion of the GED exam (and possibly the only one). Thus,
if one were to infer that Lupe had the farthest to go educationally to be at the “GED
level,” there is evidence that maybe she wasn’t as far from it as Annabella had suggested.
Perhaps, then, the overall level of instruction could have been raised, or more specifically
targeted to the individual needs of participants.
The Women for Change program as a whole, and Annabella as the math and
literacy course instructor specifically, administered and used formal, written assessments

(notably the TABE) to guide programmatic work. However, given the apparent
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mismatch between Annabella’s sense of what her learners needed and what the learners
themselves felt they needed and were capable of, it appears that a stronger, more concrete
relationship between these assessments and classroom practice could help alleviate any
sense that the classes weren’t responsive to their goals—and abilities. Women for
Change was conceived, from the viewpoint of the discipline of social work, as a
“strengths-based” program; this means it and the people who run it “focus … on the
client’s inherent strengths, resources, and coping abilities” (Poulin 2). A closely related
and useful concept in the context of WFC from literacy studies is “funds of knowledge.”
Luis Moll and Norma González define funds of knowledge as “cultural resources for
learning,” such as “parents participating as knowledgeable ‘informants’ in a lesson or
project, [using] a community location as a key research site, or addressing through
reading and writing social issues of importance to the students and teachers” (157). Put
another way, funds of knowledge are cultural, social, personal, and even geographic
resources available to learners to foster their intellectual development, answer important
questions, and achieve meaningful goals.
Understanding what funds of knowledge are available within a given group or
community requires ethnographic-methods research. For their purposes, Moll and
González advocate a particularly intensive method they term “household research,”
which involves “documenting the productive activities of households […] and how
family members obtain and distribute their material and intellectual resources through
strategic social ties or networks” (158, 159). While useful and compelling, this kind of
effort might be too involved for most short-term programs, particularly a ten-week one

like WFC. In place of such rigorous, home-based research, WFC staff could use
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interviews focused around desired areas of learning and growth matched with TABE
scores and assessments to understand what strengths and abilities learners bring to the
program, and which ones they would like to leave the program having acquired. These
strengths and learning needs could then be matched to specific lesson plans. While it is
impractical to presume a program like WFC can meet many or all of the felt needs of its
participants, this kind of alignment between participants’ strengths, goals, and the
program’s curriculum may reduce the overt resistance seen at times in WFC’s literacy
and math classes, and foster a greater sense of shared goals.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have described conflict in the Women for Change workreadiness program based upon the clients’ greater desire for GED test preparation and
education than that deemed useful or practical by WFC staff and funders. While
educational spaces like those occupied by WFC are contentious, possibilities exist for
mutual growth—of programs, of individuals—such that stakeholder needs are
acknowledged and met in productive ways. Clearer lines of communication between
learners and program staff can help articulate and map out shared curricular goals.
In the next chapter, I will discuss another source of conflict in the WFC
curriculum: mandatory group and individual clinical counseling (psychotherapy). Similar
to the conflicts surrounding GED test preparation, learners articulated goals and desires
that ran counter to best-practices and the visions of WFC staff members. Cultural and
social stigmas around mental health issues add a great deal of complexity to this conflict.

However, I will suggest that Durst’s reflective instrumentalism can serve as a useful
starting point for creating shared emotional goals in learning spaces.
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“OPENING UP”: HOW WOMEN FOR CHANGE REJOINS LITERACY
AND LEARNERS’ EMOTIONS
I didn’t know what to expect when I asked the question. After all, Sharese had
only been in the program for about five weeks. Even someone as positive and engaged
as her probably hasn’t gotten that much from a program like this in five weeks, I thought.
Still, I asked.
Ryan: Now that we’ve almost run through the entire program, what would
you say that you’ve gotten out of this program?
Sharese: Um, see and I haven’t even been here that long. I wasn’t even
here for the whole …
Ryan: Yeah.
Sharese: … thing. But um. I can’t even say. I like. I can’t even say. I
learned how to open up more. I know dat.
Ryan: Umhmm.
Sharese: I haven’t really been really here just like Miss Annabella said like
to really get into anything, so. That would be my thing. Like, my main
thing anyway is like openin up more. Because I was always like a person
that kept to myself.
Ryan: Yeah.
Sharese: So that was kinda new for me. Knowing that I can sit and talk to
someone and being able to trust her. Like Miss Madaline. I can always sit
and talk to her and she always you know give me good feedback, so.
That’s what I can say. Just opening up more.
Some Women for Change program participants told me that the clinical counseling piece
didn’t work for them, or that they “didn’t need counselin’,” as Lucy put it. However,
Sharese’s point that she learned to “open up more” to her counselor (Miss Madaline) in a
relatively short time period (5 out of 10 weeks) is intriguing. It’s impressive enough that
Sharese was able to take anything away from her five weeks in a compulsory welfare-towork program that she expected to be just a GED prep program. Because of issues I get
into later in this chapter regarding stigmas around mental health care and the practical

realities of the WFC program, it’s particularly impressive that she met some of the
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“emotional goals” for WFC. Yet, through her personal investment in the program and the
relationships with people she met within it, she was able to develop important emotional
and interpersonal skills that, as I detail below, have value across contexts.
This chapter details the conflict, the hesitancy, and the potential surrounding the
WFC mandatory clinical counseling component and what I call the emotional goals of
Women for Change. This program included both individual and group clinical
counseling as part of its suite of support programs for clients. WFC’s founder and staff
members made counseling, or psychotherapy, the cornerstone of the program, insisting
on its value in improving the lived realities of the women who walk through their doors.
Yet many participants had no idea that they would in effect be required to spend time in
clinical counseling sessions, whether or not they felt it was useful, or whether or not they
substantively participated in these sessions.
Many, including Sharese, were unaware that it formed a small, but significant,
part of the work done in WFC. Counseling sessions were required, but typically
comprised only about three hours of a 20-30 hour week (15-10%). Occasionally, when a
participant was in crisis, WFC’s staff—all counselors near state certification—would
help the client as needed, and this process would usually take longer than the one weekly
hour allotted for individual counseling. Still, counseling formed a relatively small
portion of WFC’s work. Why, then, did program staff members insist on its value for
meeting the goals of the program, given the potential resistance they would face from the
clients who ‘don’t need counseling’? And how did the funders view this programmatic
element?

This chapter details participant and staff conflict and collaboration around
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WFC’s counseling component. Although some women felt blindsided by these required
meetings, others chose to join WFC for precisely this reason. While the staff and funders
largely praised the inclusion of counseling and insisted on its usefulness, participant
reactions ranged from gratitude and joy, to ambivalence, to annoyance. Despite a clearly
articulated need on the part of many participants for the emotional support clinical
counseling provided, and despite the fact that some participants suggested they valued
working with their individual counselor, many still overtly resisted and/or publically
critiqued the counseling piece of WFC.
In this chapter, I use Sharese’s experience in WFC as a case that supports viewing
literacy learning multi-dimensionally in a way that considers the emotional state and
history of learners. Sharese’s central and inclusive phrase, “opening up,” suggests an
approach to literacy learning that encompasses not only linguistic fluency, but also
emotional coping skills and Discursive identities in the workplace and beyond. Thus, for
learners who have suffered serious traumas (such as the single mothers of color on
welfare that WFC was designed to serve), a focus on learning to “open up” provides an
advantageous approach that blends emotional coping practices and more traditional
literate skills, such as reading and writing.
A growing body of research has established a connection between the lasting
effects of trauma on individuals’ capacity to learn and function productively in society.
This research supports and provides scientific rationale for WFC’s placement of clinical
counseling and emotional goals at the center of the program. And yet, a host of factors
contribute to participant resistance to this programmatic element, including cultural

stigmas attached to mental health counseling, the relatively short period of time in
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which professional attachments need to develop, and the inconsistent and periodic nature
of individual counseling sessions. Each of these factors inhibit the overall efficacy of
clinical counseling in the Women for Change program. However, Sharese’s case shows
that any potential conflicts regarding these emotional goals must be viewed in relation to
the significant benefits these goals typically yield. Further, I will argue that literacy
programs such as WFC can take steps and use counseling modalities that may minimize
client resistance and improve overall outcomes.
First, a reminder about about my data. WFC staff fiercely defended clients’ rights
to privacy and confidentiality. As such, I was not allowed to observe or take part in the
group or individual counseling sessions. Further, WFC staff could not discuss
information about clients disclosed in counseling sessions. Thus, my data regarding the
quality, content, or procedure of these counseling sessions relies solely on the voluntary
disclosures of participants or on the more general comments made by WFC staff
members that are not explicitly or specifically tied to the informants in this study.
Additionally, in my desire to respect the wishes of my informants and to help maintain
confidentiality, I asked very few—if any—questions about the emotional or
psychological issues participants were dealing with, or about the content or value of the
counseling aspects of WFC. Nearly all of my information about this work was
volunteered by participants, who revealed and elaborated (or not) as they deemed
necessary.
However, it is very telling that many participants chose to disclose a great deal
about themselves, their traumatic experiences, and how clinical counseling has helped

them. Iman, for instance, whose experiences with counseling I discuss later in this
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chapter, began our interview with a candid accounting of the horrific experiences that
have, in many ways, defined her identity. Thus, even though I didn’t have access to
counseling session data, and despite the fact that I mostly avoided asking informants
directly about their emotional health and the efficacy of their counseling sessions, I still
collected a substantial amount of data. As limited as these data may be, the significant
amount of information volunteered by research participants suggests that emotional
issues and goals should be seen as critical considerations within any literacy program, but
particularly those from the margins of society.
Why Counseling?: The Centrality of Trauma in the Lives of WFC Participants
From its beginning, Women for Change was conceived as a program to “remove
the barriers” clients face in finding and maintaining long-term employment. From the
perspective of Madaline and the other WFC staff members, it was most useful to view
these barriers broadly, taking into account not only education and employable skills, but
also access to child care, transportation, and professional emotional assistance to help
them deal with troubling issues in their lives. In our interview, program director
Madaline described how she viewed the importance—the centrality, really—of WFC’s
counseling component:
And and in particular, I don’t know, um, I don’t have the exact statistics,
but just, you know, sort of thinking about the experiences with the clients
and what they’ve, um, shared in support group and in counseling, in
general, I would say probably 80 to 90 percent of our clients have histories
of severe, you know, some sort of trauma if not severe trauma. Um,
ranging from childhood physical and sexual abuse to domestic violence to
witnessing um, you know, other people being murdered. Um, you know,
to, you know, just, anything you can think of. Um. So, I think, you know,
for a lot of those folks, you know, their sort of feelings about their hope
about what they can achieve and accomplish um, is not, you know, there, I

guess. Um, so, um. So, helping them to take a step forward and to have hope
that they can accomplish their dreams I think is really important.
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To fully understand the importance of what Madaline says, we need to understand a bit
more about trauma and how it impacts the learners in WFC. Madaline’s comment gives
some examples of traumatic experiences—“childhood physical and sexual abuse to
domestic violence to witnessing um, you know, other people being murdered”—but these
aren’t necessarily representative of the broad scope of what may be perceived as a
traumatic experience. According to Read et al., Criterion A traumas—those traumatic
experiences that are most consistent with Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
reactions—range from being in an accident or a natural disaster, to having a loved one die
suddenly and unexpectedly, to having a life-threatening illness, to having an experience
that caused injury and/or extreme distress (Read et al. 150). This constitutes a substantial
range of negative experiences. And while there’s no predicting how a given event may
impact an individual—or whether an experience affects a person at all—exposure to a
greater number of traumatic experiences increases the likelihood that an individual will
develop a long-lasting emotional response.
While Madeline’s estimates regarding violence and trauma in the lives of WFC
participants seem shockingly high, research suggests they may not be too far from
typical. According to the National Center on Domestic and Sexual Violence, “20 to 30%
of women enrolled in TANF are currently in violent partnerships, and approximately
two-thirds have experienced domestic violence at some time in their adult lives” (Cole
n.p.). The General Accounting Office provides similar statistics, confirming that women
on TANF are more likely to have been victims of domestic violence, and finding that 5565% of their respondents had been abused at one point in their lives (General Accounting

Office 4). And the funders of WFC have identified domestic violence as a specific
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problem within their client base. In our interview, Cecelia said, within many cohorts of
WFC participants, “there's a lotta domestic violence issues.” This was confirmed in the
summer 2010 cycle of Women for Change, as two participants shared in class that they
were survivors of physical abuse, one saying she once had a boot print left on her
stomach, and the other saying she was stabbed. Thus, both statistics and the stories
shared by WFC’s participants reminded all affiliated with the program that the specter of
domestic violence presents a significant barrier to overcome.
In addition, women in poverty are more likely to live in an area with higher levels
of violent crime, potentially exposing them and their families to even more violence and
trauma. Research conducted by Child Trends indicates that “[c]hildren living at or below
the poverty line are more than three times as likely as children living above 200 percent
of the poverty level to live in a neighborhood described as never or only sometimes safe
(26 and 7 percent, respectively)” (6). This was certainly the case with the WFC
participants in the summer of 2010. As described earlier (chapter 1), the city of New
Birmingham—where this program took place and where many of its participants lived—
saw an epidemic of violence that impacted the program and its clients. In addition to the
daily news reports that reminded those who lived outside city limits of the dangers and
death that gripped the city each night, the women of WFC who lived in New Birmingham
frequently swapped stories about hearing gunshots and sirens near their homes. Then,
one night near the middle of the program, a two-year-old boy was shot to death in what
one report described as an “ambush.” The victim’s mother happened to be Shante’s best
friend.

While the immediate impacts of such violent and terrifying events are
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substantial, they also potentially leave behind long-lasting, serious problems.
Experiencing violence, the fear of having something or someone physically harm you, or
any number of potentially-traumatic events can cause an “extreme form of stress” called
traumatic stress (Perry 22). In a traumatic stress response, the individual perceives a
threat—to safety and/or well-being—and reacts along what Perry calls an “arousal
continuum” that represents stages or levels of the fight-or-flight response (23). In a
dangerous situation, this response can help a person avoid potential threats and harm.
However, long-term exposure to traumatic stress makes “the stress-response … neural
systems … overactive and hypersensitive” (Perry 24). Thus, “the long-term impact of
trauma on an adult learner is … that he or she is often, at baseline, in a state of low-level
fear,” even in ostensibly ‘safe’ circumstances, according to Perry (25). Additionally,
survivors find themselves at an extremely high risk developing mental health issues.
According to Reza Emdad and colleagues, “[s]tudies consistently confirm a 50-80%
prevalence rate of physical abuse … [victims] who later acquire diagnoses of mental
illness,” particularly PTSD (Emdad, Söndergaard, and Theorell 26). Thus, the women of
WFC are at a greatly increased risk of suffering not only from violence and its traumatic
aftermath, but also from the emotional repercussions of that trauma, which may last
months or years.
Exposure to trauma and the attendant basal state of fear it creates has significant
impacts on one’s ability to learn and function in society. Neuroscientist Bruce Perry
writes that this low-level state of “fear destroys the capacity to learn” (23). Moreover,
traumatized individuals “may have difficulty maintaining self-esteem” in the face of

challenges in the classroom (Perry 26). Due dates and having to speak and participate
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in class “result in moderate activation of the stress response,” which, in traumatized
learners, can quickly snowball into avoidant or dissociative behavior in the classroom,
stifling learning and possibly disrupting the learning environment (Perry 22-23).
Problems can arise outside of the classroom, as well. According to William Steele,
“Cognitive deficits such as poor problem solving (unable to think things out or make
sense of what is happening), low self-esteem (how one thinks of oneself—victimthinking), and hopelessness (loss of future orientation) have all been clearly linked to
negative (traumatic) life events” (3). Jenny Horsman adds that traumatic experiences
affect survivors’ sense of control and self-efficacy, damaging educational goal setting and
achievement. She cites Judith Herman, who defines the traumatic experience as one that
“overwhelm[s] the ordinary systems of care that give people a sense of control,
connection and meaning” (qtd. in Horsman 138). Horsman continues,
[F]or survivors of trauma […] working with the complexity of control,
connection, and meaning, goal setting may be a challenging, if not
impossible, demand. To set goals you have to believe in the possibility of
control, have at least some connection to the self, and believe that life can
have meaning (139).
For these and other, perhaps more personal reasons, learners who have histories of
trauma frequently struggle in formal educational settings, even ones as relatively
personalized and relaxed as the Women for Change program. Thus, emotional assistance
and counseling are incredibly important, if not essential, to helping the women of WFC
find a more empowered and sustainable future.
Because of the staggering figures offered by Madeline, the stories shared by WFC
participants, and the serious impacts trauma can have on one’s future prospects, WFC’s

staff members and administrators were focused on helping participants deal with past
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trauma (if necessary) and achieve certain emotional goals through clinical counseling and
fostering a supportive environment. In fact, WFC staff and administrators were as
focused on helping participants achieve these emotional goals as participants were
focused on achieving a GED. Specifically, when asked about the most important goals
they had for WFC or about the greatest needs WFC participants have, all five program
staff members said they hope people leave WFC having achieved at least one emotional
goal13.
Most often, staff members—including the GED-literacy skills instructor—said
they hope clients get from the program a greater feeling of support. Four of the five staff
members mentioned this goal early in our interviews, clearly articulating its centrality to
their work. Kendra, the life skills instructor, was emphatic:
I think the MOST important goal for Women for Change is just providing
a supportive environment to really address those issues that are really
creating obstacles to the barriers. Because it’s not just, ‘Oh, you know, I
don’t got a bus pass to get here,’ or ‘I don't feel like goin there.’
Sometimes, it’s ‘I’ve never really felt like I was worth anything, so why
should I achieve any goals? I don't even have goals.’ Or, um, just, ‘My
children are crying every night when I go home and I'm depressed about
that. So, how am I supposed to come ‘n’ do your GED program?’”
Kendra’s comments echo Horsman’s points about goal-setting and meaning. Particularly
for survivors of trauma, goal-setting and self-esteem are pernicious problems that lie at
the root of chronic unemployment. For Kendra, the effects of trauma (though perhaps
hidden) are the more significant issues to resolve, and trauma-related low self-esteem and
13

Madeline, WFC Director, made it clear that these emotional goals were not the official
“contract goals”—that is, the outcomes that were relevant for meeting the agreed-upon
services provided to WFC participants. Rather, these emotional goals were her personal
goals for WFC clients.

depression are certainly issues that would be dealt with inside the individual
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counseling sessions.
As suggested above in Kendra’s comment, helping clients feel supported goes
part and parcel with helping build their self-esteem, an important emotional goal that, in
the view of many WFC staff members, is not only valuable in its own right, but as a
means of equipping participants to make and achieve goals. Annabella put it this way:
“We want to, I think, let our clients know that, um, they have a lot of self worth, and to
build up that self worth.” Like Kendra above, Madaline described self-esteem as a
necessary precursor to engaging in the hard work of improving one's future and getting
off of welfare. She said, “My number one goal is … helping the client to, um, have a
sense of self worth and a sense of who they are that will go with them wherever they go
so they can move forward in what it is they want to accomplish.” Self-esteem, according
to Madeline, allows WFC clients to realize, “Wow, I really do have the capacity to
achieve these goals… and I can get the support and help that I need to be where I want to
go.” She called the emotional goals “underarching,” suggesting that, although “how you
feel about yourself” may not be among the highest priorities for fulfilling the contract
they have with the State Department of Work and Education, these emotional goals
support and facilitate the “overarching” ones, such as earning a GED or finding a
satisfying, sustainable career path.
Jacqueline, the career skills instructor, described a related emotional goal that fits
here. She told me, “I think confidence is overall a huge goal.” While her comment is
somewhat imprecise, particularly in the context of points made by other staff members, it
suggests that a level of comfort in one's abilities and self-efficacy, if not esteem, is a

central theme among WFC staff members. Further, within the context of her own
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programmatic element, Jacqueline's statement suggests that confidence within a job
interview, in the job application process, as well as in one's ability to perform the job if
hired, has value within WFC. However, one can easily argue that confidence is a related
concept to (and perhaps a natural embodiment of) self-esteem. Thus, it seems that
Jacqueline's idea about WFC's major goal is not too far removed from those of her
colleagues.
It is worth noting again that all of the staff members, regardless of element of the
program they facilitated or, in the case of Annabella, their professional background and
affiliation, professed that these “emotional goals” were most important. And even when
the words chosen by staff members differed somewhat from one to another, their
sentiments were still closely related. This demonstrates a good deal of consensus about
the programmatic mission and what WFC participants most need.
The funding agency also saw how important these emotional goals were to
achieving WFC’s “overarching” programmatic goals such as helping participants find
and maintain paid employment. Echoing staff members’ comments above, Cecelia saw
self-esteem as a necessary foundation upon which WFC participants can build a strong
future. Clinical counseling helped them build that foundation. In our interview, she said,
“[T]hey [the participants] need to get self-esteem and and deal with their issues. And I
think that's a big part of the [goals of the] counseling.” Somewhat more broadly, Cecelia
understood the relationship between achieving these emotional goals through clinical
counseling and the participants’ ability to secure employment—her organization’s central
goal for clients. “[T]hat social work part” of WFC, she said, referencing the clinical

counseling “is, like major. And it’s not like that [counseling] is [the official focus.]
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But that's [the emotional help provided through counseling] the be-all, end-all, ta getting
a job, you know. Sometimes. Most of the time. ‘Cause our clients have major issues.”
She saw the counseling (“that social work part” of WFC) as being a critical component
(“the be-all, end-all”) for helping participants find and hold down a job, particularly longterm. In concert with case management and housing assistance (if needed), the clinical
counseling offered within WFC helped domestic violence survivors and others suffering
from the aftereffects of trauma to regain safety and develop the emotional resources
needed to succeed in this program and in their lives. Thus Cecelia, in her way, echoes the
findings of Steele, suggesting that low self-esteem has impacts beyond the classroom. In
her comments, she acknowledges that emotional disturbances resulting from trauma and
life difficulties can impede individuals’ abilities to find and retain employment.
Cecelia’s experience with the clinical counseling provided by WFC staff members
and those representing Community Social Work Services (the larger organization of
which WFC was part) has had a significant impact on her approach to serving her clients.
“The concept is like, unbelievable, so, for us,” she said, adding that the clinical
counselors from Community Social Work Services have given clients brief treatment and
“have avoided crises right there on the spot.” Even on a weekly basis, then, the funding
agency was able to witness the connection between meeting these emotional goals and
helping clients find sustainable employment.
Moreover, Cecelia reports that her clients have come to use and value the clinical
counseling offered by Community Social Work Services staff members in her office.
While many initially dismissed the services and reported, “I don’t need counseling,” she

says, after some time, “it has caught on so much.” Because of the regular contact
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between counselors and Cecelia’s clients—counselors give a presentation about their
services in Cecelia’s offices once a week—she says seeking emotional help from these
providers is “not a stigma… anymore.” Thus, over time, it appears that the client
resistance to receiving emotional help can be overcome.
Indeed, Kendra provided additional evidence that potential and actual WFC
participants wanted and could articulate their need for the emotional support offered by
WFC and Community Social Work Services staff, echoing Cecelia’s comments that
clients recognize and value the emotional support counseling provides. In our interview,
she described the relevance of meeting these emotional goals for achieving the funder’s
ultimate goal—getting and holding down a job:
I actually met a client at [Cecelia’s office] while doing brief treatment who
came to me and um[…] when I walked in the office she was having an
argument with one of the case managers about why all the programs [that
TANF recipients need to be in] suck.[…] But she was so angry, and, um,
they kind of pushed her off on me when I came in. And she was saying to
me, “You know, these programs don’t help women. They wonder why we
keep coming through the doors. They’re not gettin to the real problem. I
can get a job. So what? But I have this going on wit my kids, and my
boyfriend, and my life, and I’ve been sexually abused, and I’m goin
through this and that. And they’re not helping me! Because I’m gonna
keep having the same issue. And all these people [welfare case managers]
do is disrespect you and beat you down more and tell you to fill out this
piece of paper. And that’s not helping us.” And so um, for me, I feel like
our program is the answer to that. And my personal goal is to work with
the women around that other stuff that’s not getting addressed that’s really
inhibiting them from moving forward.
“That other stuff” that Kendra mentions relates back to the challenging personal and
emotional situations that WFC clients frequently find themselves in—the ones she
alluded to when talking about all the things going on in that client’s life. For Kendra,
reaching the program’s end goal of having participants get and hold down a job long-term

means supporting them as they deal with the complicated, troubling aspects of their
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lives. In the above comment, Kendra suggests that WFC, with its mandatory counseling
component, is the “answer” to welfare-to-work programs that fail to address the deeper,
more lasting barriers that inhibit individuals’ ability to be financially independent, such
as dealing with the emotional aftermath of trauma. In this anecdote, then, we see that
even those on welfare and struggling with these challenges understand that the “real
problem” of emotional distress needs to be addressed in order for them to successfully
support themselves and their families.
It is also worth noting that the counseling element of WFC was praised by the
well-travelled former director of state employment and training. Cecelia said in our
interview that this state-level official “would have loved to have seen this [the WFC
program] nationwide because this piece [counseling] is so lacking.” Cecelia emphasized
that the extensively-trained professionals at Community Social Work Services and within
the WFC program helped to fill several needs for this population, but specifically the
need for emotional counseling and support. In fact, she mentioned that, in her meetings
with counterparts from across the region, “their eyes are green,” when she talked about
the WFC program because “they are so envious” of it. In short, it was not only the local
fans of the WFC program who saw value in it; practitioners, administrators, and others
with knowledge of work-readiness and welfare-to-work programs recognized the value of
the counseling and emotional-support framework within WFC. From their perspective,
the counseling component of WFC filled an urgent need.
As the previous discussion has demonstrated, the research data as well as the onthe-ground experience and expertise of those who are familiar with these programs

indicate that people trying to find their way off of welfare can use—and are in urgent
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need of—the clinical counseling and support that WFC provided. In addition, the kinds
of clinical counseling employed in WFC are well-suited to achieve the emotional goals
that WFC staff and funders deemed critical for participants. While the specific
approaches of WFC’s clinical counselors are outside of the scope of this work, there are
many tactics typically used in individual counseling that are geared toward addressing the
emotional disturbances that WFC clients were likely to face. When confronted with the
kinds of crushingly low self-esteem that often accompanies depression, Jerrold Maxmen
and Nicholas Ward suggest that therapists “should stress support [for the client] more
than [giving] insight” into what may be causing the low self-esteem and depression,
particularly in acute cases (240). Empowerment is a critical factor in addressing low
self-esteem issues and is particularly lacking in those living in poverty. John Poulin
recommends that social workers “empower the client by listening.” He continues, “Being
listened to and heard validates the client’s perceptions of his or her life experiences” (54).
In addressing PTSD and exposure to trauma, Maxmen and Ward recommend a number of
strategies, including group and individual validation of experiences, a sharing of coping
strategies, gradually building an increasing tolerance for the disturbing emotions evoked
by the trauma, and sharing of common experiences (279). To sum up, WFC’s clinical
social workers had a number of efficacious strategies they could use to address the actual
and potential issues clients could be dealing with, and to meet the emotional goals set by
WFC’s staff. The professional literature was on their side: clinical counseling makes a
great deal of sense as part of the Women for Change program—or as part of any welfareto-work program, really.

Given the apparent need for and usefulness of this programmatic element—
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given the fact that research shows counseling is critical for this population, given the fact
that WFC staff members and funders see the need for and value of this work for clients,
and given the fact that many potential and actual WFC participants have voiced a need
for these services—how successful was clinical counseling with WFC’s clients during the
summer of 2010? How did they react to mandatory clinical counseling?
“Express your feelins”: Client Negotiation and Acceptance of Emotional Goals
Overall, participant response to the required counseling sessions was mixed. Out
of eight participants, four reported, in our one-on-one interviews or in conversations
during the program, to have received some benefit from the group or individual
counseling components.
There were some more vocal critics of the clinical counseling piece of WFC.
Lucy was one of them. I asked her directly about her regard for the counseling after she
suggested in our interview that all of the non-GED stuff was “like, basically in the way,”
taking up valuable time and energy that could be used on GED prep work:
Ryan. OK. And, how bout the counseling aspect? What was your kinda
feeling about that?
Lucy: I don’t really. Sometimes when we’re there we’re just like, “OK.”
[Laughs] Like, uh, you know, I don’t need counselin.
Ryan: OK.
In this answer, Lucy suggests that she and her counselor (Jacqueline) sit without
talking—“[W]e’re just like, ‘OK.’” This short, non-elaborative response (“OK”) in the
context of an hour-long one-on-one counseling session alludes to both the lack of
conversation between the two and the absence of disclosure and openness on Lucy’s part.
One can imagine Jacqueline saying, “OK” both as an external placeholder during her

internal quest for language to engage Lucy and also as a common shorthand

141

acknowledging that the exchange isn’t going as planned (think of the put-off teenager
giving a drawn out, sarcastic “OOOOKKKAAAAYYYYY” in response to some adult
utterance that makes little sense). During the focus group at the end of the program, I
recorded in my field notes that Lucy said Jaqueline “just talked about her daughter all the
time,” possibly indicating Jacqueline struggled to find points of connection with her
client and couldn’t establish a productive clinical relationship. In any event, Lucy didn’t
see value in the counseling part of the program, and as we’ll see later in this chapter,
suggested that it be dropped from WFC.
And yet about half of WFC’s participants expressed some appreciation for the
program’s counseling component and/or emotional goals. Sharese is one such example,
despite the fact that she wasn’t aware of this mandatory portion of the program going in,
and despite the fact that she was assigned to WFC about half-way through the ten week
session. When asked about her goals for this program, she came around to the idea of
“opening up.” As I will discuss below, “opening up” for Sharese involved “people
skills”—interacting with others comfortably and productively in personal and
professional settings—and learning to express herself and her feelings. In our
conversation about her goals for WFC as well as what she learned in the program,
Sharese provided a promising look at how a focus on emotional goals in a program like
WFC can provide valuable support and skills for clients, regardless of their initial desire
for meeting these goals.
When Sharese initially talks about hoping to “open up,” it tends to be in terms of
“people skills” or “your personality.” She tells me her goal is to work “in a medical

field,” possibly being a medical assistant. She’s general and noncommittal about this
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career goal, in part because, in her words, “so I can know what I’m getting myself into”
before making a longer-term commitment that might require additional training or cost.
Asked why this field is attractive, Sharese says, “I just like working wit other people,”
adding that, when she takes her children to the doctor, she sees the nurses and medical
assistants helping and says to herself, “I think I can do that.” However, she says she has
to learn to “open up” and talk more with others as part of this job. Sharese admitted, “I'm
not good with, I'm really not good wit like, talkin’, like, … you know how they [medical
professionals] come in, ‘Hi. [How are you?]’ I'm not good with all that.” “You know
how nurses and doctors are,” she responded after I asked a followup question, “They
come in, [say] ‘Hi, how ya doin?’, play with the kids, stuff like that. Like, I’m not good
with that.” As suggested in these comments, Sharese’s idea of “opening up” seems to
refer to the ability to talk with and be generally friendly with others in professional
settings. She considers herself to be quiet and reserved, particularly around people she
doesn’t know, so being chatty and friendly is “Somethin I have to learn.”
As our conversation moves on, she expands the idea of “opening up” to include
other concepts. For one, she seems to link the ability to chat with relative strangers in the
workplace with one’s personality. In order to work in a doctor’s office, she says, “'[Y]ou
have ta, you know, it’s like your personality. So. You can't just be sittin back and quiet.
[If] you wanna work like that, like, you have ta talk a lot and, smile.” She continues,
contrasting what she sees as her current demeanor with the requisite personality for work
in a medical field. She says, rather than coming into the exam room and chatting
pleasantly with the patients, in her current state she “would come in like, ‘um, ok, uh,’”

intimating her perceived awkwardness with people she doesn’t know. That is, rather
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than chatting and playing in socially-desirable ways with patients, she envisions herself
being unsure and unable to appropriately interact with others, being reduced to the
utterances “um, ok, uh.”
Sharese immediately connects this awkwardness in the potential workplace with
how she interacts with others in various contexts throughout her day. She continues,
“That’s why everybody take me, like, if they see me, like, ‘You look like you’re mean.’
And I’m like, ‘No I’m not.’ Like, ‘You have to get to know me.’” In these comments,
Sharese adds the concept of her everyday personality to the previous narrative about
interpersonal workplace skills. Put another way, “opening up” for her seems to be
something useful for not only her job prospects and potential success, but also for her
ability to negotiate the larger social world. Her use of the word “personality” before this
exchange is telling, as one’s personality is traditionally conceived of as more consistent
across situations and contexts. Thus, Sharese suggests that the “opening up” she hopes to
achieve goes beyond just preparation for a specific vocation and extends into her daily
life, as well.
Sharese ends up further connecting “opening up” to peers and counselors with
“opening up” in the classroom, seeing all of this emotional work as something that builds
on her “people skills”—something she admitted she needed to work on in our interview.
When asked about any goals she hopes to accomplish in WFC, in addition to passing her
GED math exam (and thus earning her GED) and being able to “communicate” with
people, she responds, “That’s like my bigges’, like, my biggest things right there, like,
even, like getting up speaking in front of people, like I just, like coming here? Like I got

comfortable with, like, being, uh, able to participate in like the little groups and stuff
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like that.” In her reply, Sharese refers back to her goal of learning to communicate,
saying “That’s like my bigges’[goal],” adding that she’s learned to “open up” and
participate in the groups across the WFC program. The “little groups” she refers to
include the group counseling sessions. In a later part of our conversation, she reports not
only feeling comfortable enough to participate in these groups but also adds that she finds
these sessions enjoyable, comparing WFC’s programming to a strict GED-prep program
that focused almost exclusively on math: “And here, like, it’s it’s different. I like it
better, like ‘cause some days, you know, we get to sit around, talk about, you know,
things [that get annoying], you know, weekends, stuff like that. And um. You get to
listen to other people, so I think this, it was OK for me. . . . Get to express your feelins.”
In this comment, Sharese describes the value and enjoyment she gets from ‘sitting
around,’ talking with fellow participants, and ‘expressing her feelings.’ In this portion of
our conversation, she lumps together the kind of “opening up” done as a part of
classroom participation and that done within group counseling sessions. Thus Sharese
has come to understand the value of “opening up” more broadly, as not just an ability that
is useful as “people skills” within the workplace or as participating in the classroom, but
also as “express[ing] your feelings” to others.
Indeed, Sharese also connected asking questions in class to “opening up” to her
clinical counselor, further expanding what she means in her goal of “opening up.” As
part of her GED prep classes, Sharese told me that WFC and its staff members helped her
feel comfortable enough to participate—something she did not do in school. She moves
seamlessly from talking about how she now asks questions in class to how she has

acquired the capacity to talk to her counselor, Ms. Madaline (WFC director Madaline
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Connor), about how she’s feeling:
I got comfortable with, like, being, uh, able to participate in like the little
groups and stuff like that. ‘Cause I was never like that in school.[…] I
always like sat and was like kind of quiet. If something was like, if I didn’t
know something, like, I would just let it go. I would never ask questions.
So like coming here like now, I’m like, I ask questions, like if I don’t
know something. And then like, um if I’m not feeling like too good or
somethin, like I can sit and be comfortable with talking to like Miss
Madaline. Stuff like that.
So, to combine the points raised in this and the previous three paragraphs, we see
Sharese, in a fairly brief period during our conversation, conceptualizing “opening up” as
chatting with strangers and others in the workplace, participating in the classroom, and
engaging productively in group and individual clinical counseling. In the quotation
above, participating in the “little groups” (which include the “Rap Group” counseling
sessions every Monday) is similar or connected to participating and asking questions in
the classroom, which is related to ‘being comfortable’ talking to her counselor one-onone when she’s “not feeling…too good.” In a very brief portion of the conversation,
Sharese constructs “opening up” as a broad practice that applies across a variety of what
we may call public contexts, namely, the school and workplace spaces that are modeled
within the WFC program. Interestingly, Sharese almost elides the kinds of “opening up”
necessary in a productive counseling relationship with the kinds of “opening up” useful
for engaging and learning in classroom environments. If we bring the quote above back
into context with Sharese’s earlier statements about how she needs to work on her
“people skills” and “personality” to chat with others in professional setting, we see that,
for Sharese, counseling is necessarily and obviously related to her more vocational goals
of learning “people skills.” The kinds of “opening up” done with ostensible strangers in,

say, the doctor’s office, is closely related to the sharing interactions that are necessary

146

in a one-on-one counseling session. It would seem for Sharese that “opening up” is one
process that is useful across contexts, and therefore clearly connected to all of her goals,
be they personal or professional.
Finally, Sharese was also able to “open up” to friends and family, allowing her to,
as Madaline put it above, “get the support and help that [she] need[s] to be where [she]
want[s] to go.” Part of the value that comes from “opening up,” as Madaline suggests,
arises from finding and creating a personal support network to help individuals like
Sharese deal with the day-to-day challenges and emotional issues in their lives. Sharese
said she was able to do that. At the end of our conversation as we were talking about
how she joined the program half way through, I asked her if she thought she would have
gotten more value from WFC if she had joined sooner:
Sharese: As far as like the um, the meetin, like the sessions and stuff like
that, probably would have been the same [good and valuable for her.]
Ryan: Yeah. Feel like you would have been able to open up more?
Sharese: Yeah, probably so.
Ryan: Yeah? [Laughs]
Sharese: Yeah. Like I just started with that, so. Yeah.
Ryan: Just started with that? OK.
Sharese: Mm-hmm. If I only keep stuff to myself and keep stuff bottled in
and, I’m ready to blow. I will blow up. […] But I learned how to, you
know, just open up, you know, let stuff out talk to somebody, and not just
hold stuff in all the time cause it’s not good.
In her counseling sessions with Madaline, she began to see the value in not just the
counseling itself, but in talking with others and finding a kind of “support group” around
her. Sharese shared that, since opening up and talking with a family member, “I found
out she was going through the same thing I was.” “That’s how we … got real close and
talkin every day,” she added, indicating that she is building a social support network

outside of the clinical relationship to help her when and if she leaves counseling
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behind. Through her short time in WFC, Sharese was able to “open up” and see the value
in doing so, in spite of not desiring to meet this more emotional goal at the outset.
Sharese wasn’t the only WFC participant to articulate her appreciation for the
clinical counseling and emotional goals of the program. Two of the six women I
interviewed—Iman and Aiesha—explicitly wanted and valued the counseling aspect of
WFC. Iman, a survivor of significant trauma, came to WFC to continue getting help
dealing with her painful past. Iman shared that she had been in counseling for eight years
at the time of our interview. Thanks to her efforts and the help she received, she told me
she was “75 percent” healed. Through the help of counseling, “the fog around [her] brain
and the wall, it start to melt down.” Now she speaks in class and, “For the first time in
my life,” Iman said, “I know what the teacher is saying.” Aiesha also came to WFC for
help and support dealing with serious personal issues. She specifically mentioned
counseling as, next to earning a GED, her top priority for the program. After saying that
the GED prep has helped her, Aiesha said, “I’m goin through some problems so, I be a
little frustrated sometimes. But in talkin to Kendra and them, they a real big help.”
Later, she told me “I really have problems learnin” because of the emotional trouble with
which she was dealing. She said, “Being able to talk to her [the counselor] about
everything, and her bein’ here, get a lot of things off my mind, it kind of keep me focused
‘cause I’m always frustrated a lot.” In this comment, Aiesha shared with me that she was
able to receive the help that helped her accomplish her goals for the program. Also, note
the insight that Aiesha has gained so far. Here, she’s able to articulate effectively the
same points raised by Bruce Perry earlier in this chapter—that one’s emotional state

(Aiesha’s ‘frustration’) interferes with a learner’s ability to engage and focus. So
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whether she gained this insight through her WFC counseling, intuitively understood this
connection, or learned it another way, Aiesha seemed to grasp why counseling was
included in this program, and took advantage of it. Thus, as we see with both Aisha and
Iman, even participants excited about and engaged with the counseling component of the
program found value in WFC’s emotional goals.
How WFC Facilitates “Opening Up”
Designed as a program with a counseling/social work focus, WFC had a
complicated idea of how literacy instruction would be integrated into the curriculum.
GED test prep is a common educational element of such work-readiness/welfare-to-work
programs, requested by participants and some administrators and policy makers. As
detailed in more depth in chapter 3 and alluded to above, GED test preparation in a tenweek program like WFC can be impractical, given the range of learner’s educational
levels and previous performance on other GED subject exams. The fact that a number of
participants have already earned either their high school diplomas or GEDs presents
further curriculum challenges: How do we make GED test prep time productive for all
participants, not just those who need to earn the credential? And does the program have
the necessary resources, such as staff members and perhaps alternative curricula, to
support these various tracks?
But GED test prep isn’t the only element of traditional literacy instruction that
WFC designers hoped to include in the program. As discussed in chapter 1, the first
cycle of WFC hoped to empower participants by encouraging them to “tell their
stories”—that is, teach learners various computer, emotional, and literate skills by

fostering comfortable physical and discursive spaces in which to write events from
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their (often painful) histories. This practice appeared promising. Richard Riordan says
writing has been part of emotional therapy since Benjamin Rush asked patients to write
down symptoms in the 18th century (Riordan 263). Further, a slew of empirical studies in
the late 20th century suggested that writing can help manage anxiety, low self esteem, and
can even promote improved immune functioning (Riordan 266). As I mention in chapter
1, using writing in the basic literacy classroom appealed to me, as well. I saw the
potential for writing instruction to build employable skills and self confidence—if the
writing instruction was thoughtfully-conceived and well-executed.
However, for a variety of reasons, the program struggled to use writing as a
means of empowering learners and helping them cope with their troubling pasts. For
starters, WFC staff members in the first few cycles of the program (fall 2007-spring
2008) reported that clients produced writing extremely slowly, typing maybe two or three
sentences when given ten or fifteen minutes to respond to a prompt. Some of this, in my
analysis, had to do with difficult-to-understand writing prompts that constructed
indefinite rhetorical situations (e.g., it was unclear whom the writer was addressing).
You will recall my brief discussion of this point in chapter 1. It’s also possible that WFC
staff members lacked training or confidence in teaching the kinds of writing practices
required to yield the therapeutic, cognitive, and skills benefits desired. Whatever the
cause, WFC staff members did not perceive that “telling their stories” was effective
relative to the time spent on these activities. For instance, “telling their stories” seemed
to have limited effectiveness in helping participants learn to type more efficiently and use
Microsoft Word—two goals of the Computer Skills course.

Despite this, many activities in the Computer Skills course specifically still
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had options for participants to “tell their stories.” About mid-way through the program
(June 14, 2010), Wendy, the WFC staff member who led this program component, helped
participants through a “Writing in [Microsoft] Word Assignment.” This assignment, and
a few others like it throughout the program, provided learners with the space to write, as
the assignment says, “at least part of [their] stor[ies].” In my earlier involvement with
WFC (2007-2009), I helped draft assignments like this, perhaps even this specific one.
The goal, as I recall from that period, was to provide participants with not only space to
share a narrative from their experience if they chose, but also to make their computer
training relevant for accomplishing a meaningful task. Here is part of the assignment
sheet participants were handed:
Writing in Word Assignments
Assignment #1
1. Type your name in the top left side of the paper (align left button)
and the date in the top right (align right).
2. Write about one page about one of the following topics:
a. Tell us something about you that we may not know (for
example, are you an excellent swimmer? Do you have
perfect handwriting? Do you read poetry?)
b. Tell us at least part of your story. Have you always lived in
New Birmingham, or did you come from somewhere else?
How did you get where you are today? What are you most
proud of? What would you like to change? Remember as
you write that all good stories have strong, vivid details and
language.
c. Tell us all a joke or a funny story about yourself. Laughter
is the best medicine!
In these options, note that “telling your story” is included explicitly, although options a
and c also provide an opportunity for writers to “open up” about themselves and their
lives. There are a range of options here, and writers could choose to share a good deal
about themselves and their pasts, or relatively little, depending on their willingness.

I find it fascinating how the audience is constructed in these prompts: “Tell

151

us.” Conceivably, participants would have understood “us” to refer to everyone in the
room or, at the most, everyone that’s part of the WFC program: counselors,
administrators, teachers. For some, this may not have been seen as too large or daunting
a group. After all, these were people who, by and large, the women of WFC had met
and, at this point in the program, likely knew on more than a casual basis (unless, like
Sharese, they were placed in the program somewhat recently). However, it’s possible
that “us” may have been a terrifyingly broad audience for some, particularly for those
who hadn’t yet decided to “open up.” True, telling a joke is a relatively impersonal way
out of this assignment, but writing can make learners feel self-conscious and vulnerable.
In a 1993 study, Andrea Mürau found that 20% of the graduate students she surveyed
“would not review their writing with anyone,” peer or teacher/evaluator, primarily
because of discomfort and self-consciousness they felt around writing (76). While a
relatively small percentage, this research nonetheless suggests that a substantial portion
of writers (and comparatively skilled writers in the case of this research) still fear the
judgment and criticism of readers, thus hampering one’s ability and willingness to write
something to be shared with the broad “us” of the WFC prompt. Further, if Cecelia was
correct and many WFC participants had low self esteem, then this also posed a challenge
to their willingness and comfort level to share their writing. A number of studies, such as
a 2001 study conducted by Badran Hassan in Egypt, suggests that high levels of
apprehension or anxiety around one’s writing are correlated with low self esteem. Thus,
even when writing about nothing particularly personal, WFC’s writers may have been

anxious to share their writing with “us,” even if that audience was relatively familiar
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and the content revealed little about the writer’s personal life.
Sadly, I was unable to read or get copies of these pieces. In my field notes for
that day, I note that Bernadette spent at least 40 minutes writing and had produced over a
half a page of text. One of the four participants in attendance that day worked instead on
her resume. Lupe, the other participant who appeared to be responding to the prompt,
was done writing after about 30 minutes. It’s impossible to guess at what was written or
which prompt the writers responded to, but my notes indicate that all participants were
actively writing for at least the first ten minutes. This would suggest some level of
engagement with the task. However, as far as I know, these assignments weren’t shared
with others or among staff members. It’s unclear whether participants knew if their work
would be read, and by whom. Suffice it to say that the prompt suggests that their writing
will be read, and it’s not difficult to imagine that WFC participants would compose
accordingly.
While the results of this particular exercise are unknown, participants did “open
up” somewhat in other assignments, ones that perhaps offered more structure and focused
on writing instruction rather than using writing as material for learning another set of
skills (such as working in Microsoft Word). In one activity during the GED/literacy
skills course geared toward writing effective GED essays, the women of WFC shared
some aspects of their lives that might impact their learning. The lesson, broadly, was a
response to a short article about a man who overcame addiction and his own difficulties
learning to earn a GED and find a rewarding career. Once participants responded to the
story, they were encouraged to use it as a structural and organizational model for their

own hypothetical GED essay. They were instructed to use an “idea map” (see Figure
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2) to develop a main idea and two to three points to support that idea.

Figure 2: Example of Student Writing—The Idea Map

The prompt read like this, in part: “Write a paragraph about a problem that someone has
and does not want to face. 1. Think about a friend or family member who has a problem
that he or she doesn’t want to face. Make up a name for that person if you wish. Pick a
situation that you are willing to discuss with a classmate or writing partner.”
With this assignment, participants seemed somewhat willing to share complicated
or challenging portions of their lives with others. Sharese, who was working to “open
up” during WFC, wrote about her cousin “who is always running into problems.” “She

has actually had someone get killed in front of her and she has also had someone rob
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her house at gunpoint,” Sharese wrote. However, Sharese never explicitly names a
specific problem her cousin may have; instead, she opts to call her simply “a magnet for
trouble.” Despite this, Sharese writes, “She will do anything for anybody and I will
always be there for her to return the favor.” “At the end of the day,” Sharese writes at the
end of the paragraph, “family is family,” suggesting that, regardless of her cousin’s
struggles and problems, she will remain close to her and help as she can.
Much is unstated here and the paragraph is ostensibly about Sharese’s cousin’s
problems, so the amount of “opening up” that this prompt in fact fostered for Sharese is
debatable. The idea map Sharese completed before writing her paragraph, however,
might help us understand a bit more about the extent to which she is “opening up” with
this assignment. It’s worth noting here that the paragraph and the idea map could have
very little, if any, connection. Although the idea map exercise was ostensibly geared
toward helping WFC participants organize their thoughts and written response to the
prompt, it could be that Sharese was a bit confused, perhaps in part because of the sample
idea map on the other side of the page. The sample had as its main idea, “I like going to
the beach,” and its supporting details are some reasons why that writer likes going to the
beach, such as “I like to jump in the waves,” and “I like beach picnics.” Similarly,
Sharese’s idea map has as its main idea, “I love having my own house,” and includes
supporting details very much like those in the sample—reasons why she enjoyed having
her own house, like “My children have their own space,” and “I am always comfy.” So
it’s possible that Sharese thought her idea map should be similar to the sample (that is,

about something she likes) and not necessarily connected to the paragraph she was to
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write.
However, there could be some latent connection between the paragraph and the
idea map. We can speculate, for instance, that her cousin might need a place to stay, and
Sharese is at once grateful to not be in her cousin’s shoes (that is, homeless or living with
others) and also reaffirming her willingness to help her cousin by allowing her to stay
with her family. As revealed in writing for this and other prompts (discussed below),
uncertainty and change were frequent in the living situations of WFC participants, so it’s
quite possible that the idea map provided the spark for the paragraph. If that’s the case,
Sharese shares a bit about a sometimes challenging and stressful interpersonal
relationship that is nonetheless important to her. “We may have our ups and downs,” she
wrote, “but at the end of the day family is family.” This sentence, especially within the
context of her paragraph, articulates a small piece of the struggle she faces between being
a responsible family member to her cousin and avoiding the kinds of trouble that she
seems to attract like a “magnet.” It’s not much, and there are gaps that must be filled in
to see some “opening up,” but it’s not bad considering that Sharese had only been in the
WFC program for about two weeks prior to this exercise.
Another participant, Shante, opened up even a bit more than the prompt called for.
You’ll recall that the assignment was to “Write a paragraph about a problem that
someone has and does not want to face.” Shante went a step farther and shared a problem
she is dealing with: whether or not she should move in with her boyfriend. Her idea map
and paragraph are included in Figure 2 (above). In her work, Shante uses the idea map as
intended—to begin to organize her response to the prompt. She begins conversationally,

almost confessionally: “Ok so I have a boyfriend and he wants us to move in together
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and be a family. I don’t think I wanna do it because I don’t want all his friends in the
house all the time.” As she continues for another five sentences, Shante shares that her
boyfriend just “took in his nephew” who was just kicked out of his parents’ house for
reasons unknown to her, and that she’s worried about having “strange boys that I don’t
know” around her daughters. One of the points mentioned in the idea map but not
explicitly mentioned in the paragraph adds an additional reason: “I don’t think we are
gonna get along living together.” These anxieties are clearly on Shante’s mind, and she
uses this opportunity to grapple with and vent them. With relatively minimal prompting,
Shante shares a fairly personal issue she’s contending with when she had every right and
reason (including the explicit instructions of the writing prompt) to avoid sharing. Thus,
writing prompts in the GED class did offer some space for clients to “open up.” Indeed,
although WFC wasn’t as programmatically focused on having clients “tell their stories”
as initially, WFC presented other, less public opportunities to share feelings and
experiences in writing. There was journaling time built in for the first 30 minutes of each
program day (Monday-Thursday). Scheduled from 9:30-10:00am, journaling/word
search time did provide a space for participants to “open up” on the page, potentially
building a foundation for productive clinical relationships in group counseling and oneon-one sessions. Figure 3 (below) shows the flier that was handed out to participants at
the beginning of the program in May 2010.
The flier does a few things worth noting. First, it asks participants to write every
day. While this phrase helps to create a routine and adds to the encouraging tone of the
flier, it may create some confusion. If participants can, in fact, choose to either journal or

complete word search puzzles, they wouldn’t necessarily be writing every day. As
such, they might wonder if this flier is meant to change the earlier policy (that is, does
this now take away

Figure 3: WFC Program Flier about Journaling

their choice to do word search puzzles?). The phrase “every day”—coupled with the
sentence “So, come on and WRITE!” and reminders that creativity and spelling aren’t
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important—does help create an encouraging tone. Still, it’s not difficult to see how
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this wording could confuse participants, leading them to conclude that not all WFC texts
could be taken at face value, and that they should confirm what documents like these are
saying.
Secondly, journals are constructed as “safe space[s].” It’s unclear whether this
safety results from no one reading the journals or whether this proclamation of safety is
merely the commitment on the part of the readers, WFC staff members, to not judge what
is written. Presumably it’s the latter case, as I seem to recall WFC director Madaline
Connor mentioning something about “checking” the journals14—not closely reading or
giving “grades” or class credit for journal entries, but seeing what’s in them, which were
kept in composition books provided by the WFC program. Further, at least at one point
in time it was possible that the information and issues described in the journals could
become part of the clinical relationship. Heather Witt, former WFC staff member,
informed me that, at least in the first few years of the program (2007-2008), journaling
was used within counseling sessions and was “strongly encouraged.” There were no
penalties for those who did not want to journal, or those who simply found it too difficult
or not useful, but journaling for Witt could play an important part in one-on-one
counseling. Susan Borkin’s recent (2014) book The Healing Power of Writing: A
Therapist’s Guide to Using Journaling With Clients, suggests that there is a place for
journaling in therapeutic counseling, so the Women for Change program had ample
theoretical and practical grounding for asking clients to journal. However, it isn’t clear
whether participants knew that their journals could be used in counseling sessions—if
14

This recollection is not recorded in my field notes nor is it substantiated by other
information, so please take it with a substantial grain of salt.

that in fact was a possibility. In any event, what “safety” meant in this context wasn’t
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explicit.
This last point is particularly relevant when we examine what participants are
being asked to journal about. Certainly someone compelled to write who is afraid to
“open up” could choose to write about her daily routine or what happened to her
yesterday in ways that don’t disclose too much. Still, many could have been intimidated
by the suggestion that they “write about what’s ‘bugging’” them or “[h]ow [they] are
feeling.” Given that participants may have been unsure just how “safe” journals were,
it’s not hard to imagine that some may have been uncomfortable with journaling,
potentially weakening the effectiveness of this practice for teaching clients to “open up”
and participate in the counseling relationship.
In addition, it seems that journaling may have been deemphasized in the summer
2010 cycle—the one I observed. I heard almost nothing about the journals and journaling
in my interviews and observations. There was no encouragement to journal that I could
see: no incentives, and little consequence if they were/were not written in. In addition,
some programmatic details of the journaling activity may have undercut its potential
value and benefits. First, this time slot within the programming wasn’t dedicated solely
to journaling (notice that participants could also choose to complete word search
puzzles). While building in a level of flexibility for those who’d rather not write (or for
those who struggle to write for a full 30 minutes), giving participants this choice suggests
an equivocation in the value of the two activities (that is, word search and journaling are
equally good and valuable activities for that block of time as far as WFC was concerned).
Since word search and writing are substantially different activities, yet, as far as this

timeslot is concerned, are equated, it implies that these activities are equally as good
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at meeting the goals for that period. Programmatically, this 30-minute window was
included in the program, at least in part, as a buffer for those whose busses run late or
who, for whatever reason, cannot get to New Birmingham by 9:30am.
Journaling/word search was always the first activity of the day; no GED prep or
course work was ever scheduled at this time. Indeed, I don’t recall participants being
able to take journals out of the building to “make up” for not completing one’s journal
entries. So, while both word search puzzles and journal writing potentially build facility
with language, participants may conclude that the purpose of these tasks is simply to pass
time, one of the few things both activities are equally good at doing. Moreover, it’s
possible that this choice condition might make journaling look like “work” in comparison
to playing a word search “game,” thus making it more unlikely that participants would
choose to write. When journaling becomes not only relatively inconsequential from a
programmatic standpoint but also the more challenging of two potential options, it’s
understandable that journaling would fall to a position of relative irrelevance. Add this to
the other factors mitigating journaling’s importance and efficacy, and it’s difficult to
imagine that journaling comprised a significant element in WFC participants learning to
“open up.”
And yet, looking at Shante’s writing above—where she darn near went out of her
way to share an emotional issue in her personal life—we’re left to wonder how the WFC
program may have helped facilitate this “opening up” with someone like her. Shante
didn’t join WFC explicitly for clinical counseling, unlike Iman and Aiesha. And unlike
Sharese, Shante didn’t express an overt desire to “open up” in any distinct way. Further,

she told us at the end-of-the-program focus group that she only met with her clinical
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counselor once, so it’s likely that her engagement with counseling wouldn’t be a major
factor in her willingness to share emotional elements of her personal life. There’s
research to suggest that people find relief, if not pleasure, from disclosing distressing,
traumatic, or even criminal details about themselves. In Opening Up by Writing It Down,
James Pennebaker and Joshua Smyth write about several factors that may encourage even
reticent individuals to disclose details about their lives. Among other reasons, they argue
that people disclose difficult information because “[k]eeping secrets is physical work,”
and disclosing those secrets “reduces the [physical] effects of secrets,” such as increased
heart rate and blood pressure, and diminished memory and mental capacity (10-11).
Also, “[p]eople seem to have an underlying urge to confess…when provided the right
opportunity to do so,” Pennebaker and Smyth argue, based in part on their lab
experiments predominantly with university undergraduates (40). So perhaps this
“underlying urge” to open up is manifested in Shante’s short but personal paragraph. But
with a significant number of WFC participants remaining guarded about their personal
histories—especially in one-on-one counseling sessions—it appears that any natural
urges to open up might be insufficient for some. If WFC and programs like it want to
help learners achieve emotional goals that will foster long-term success, they must guide
and support them through the process of “opening up.”
One surprising way in which WFC fostered the kinds of opening up necessary for
meeting the program’s emotional goals occurred not in counseling sessions but in the
GED prep/literacy skills classroom. In the previous chapter, I detail the conflict between
the ends desired by WFC participants and those promoted both by the curriculum and

Annabella, the course instructor. Annabella, you may recall, profoundly misgauged
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just how close many participants in this cycle were to completing the GED exam, and, in
lieu of focusing directly and explicitly on GED test prep, sought to teach things that “can
have a very good meaning for them,” will help them take care of themselves emotionally
and physically, and will help them make good decisions. In short, she hoped to provide
an education that was relevant to the experiences of WFC’s participants and useful in
their everyday lives, if perhaps not relevant for passing the GED exams or information
desired by the learners themselves.
However, Annabella’s approach facilitated the kinds of “opening up” valued
across the program. Her teaching style, materials, and exercises frequently reached out to
learners, hoping to engage them in the intellectual and emotional work that WFC
program designers believed would help them improve their lives.
My field notes from the day participants completed the idea maps and paragraphs
demonstrated, if nothing else, a modeling of the kinds of disclosure useful for attempting
to meet the emotional goals of the Women for Change program. For starters, the text
used as a starting point and model for writers was one the described the very personal
struggle of a man named Richard. At ten paragraphs and between 200 and 300 words, it
was much longer than the one paragraph WFC participants were being asked to produce.
Despite its length, this text modeled the disclosure of serious personal struggles, such as
alcohol and drug addiction, inability to read, and a serious phobia of formal education,
the latter of which was described like this: “Richard wanted to re-enter school. His first
effort to conquer his school phobia was to drive by the community college many times.
Next, he parked for 30-minute periods in the parking lot. At last, he entered the

building.” This portion of the text models both the perspective the prompt asked
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writers to take—third-person—and gives moving, specific details about how Richard
coped with, and eventually overcame, his fear of returning to formal education; both the
perspective and the challenging, personal subject matter were meant to be examples of
what WFC’s women were being asked to do.
In addition, Annabella made it clear that this story was not “just something in a
book.” She saw that some of the value of this story came from the fact that it was based
on the actual events in a real person’s life. “These,” she said, holding up the ABE
textbook from which this story was taken, “are true stories…. This is real life….This is a
picture of Richard, this is a true story.” Emphasizing the “realness” of this story helped
to accomplish at least two of WFC’s emotional goals within this lesson. First, it could
have served to lend encouragement and a positive example to WFC’s learners. The
narrative’s title, “If I Can Do It, Anyone Can,” and the brief-but-compelling anecdote
about Richard overcoming an inability to read, substance abuse, and a phobia of
schooling, helped to demonstrate that even very serious, real-life problems can be
conquered with persistence and help. The desire and willingness to seek help, and the
self-esteem that contributes to persistence are qualities that WFC hoped to develop in its
short ten weeks, thus this narrative added to the chorus of other programmatic
encouragements to develop these qualities.
Second, it foregrounded and emphasized the value in “opening up” and sharing
the difficult, painful parts of ourselves and experiences. This point is made manifest in a
critical part of the narrative. Once Richard builds the courage to return to college, he
found himself in a speech class. “When he shared his struggles with a speech class,” the

narrative states, “they said, ‘Richard, you have to share your story with others!’ This
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became the new focus of his life.” Notice two key points within these lines: Richard
“opens up” and shares the story of his personal difficulties with a class of (ostensibly)
strangers, and this class’s encouragement to share this personal story with other
audiences becomes the new focus of his life. Within a few short lines—which, in this
case, were read and discussed within the context of a program like WFC which had
relatively explicit emotional goals for learners—we get the clear message that this type of
disclosure is not only desirable in educational settings, but sharing stories such as these
with others (again, likely strangers) can become a socially-significant and valuable
practice—one that can form a particularly important part of one’s occupation or vocation.
Further, my field notes from that period in the GED/literacy skills class indicate
there was some personal disclosure in their conversation about the text. While my notes
don’t capture the context, Annabella asked participants, “Did you ever feel invisible?”
particularly in the classroom. Other participants may have responded to this question, but
I recorded Shante’s emphatic “Umhmmm.” Annabella recognizes this response and
validates it: “To be in a classroom and to be invisible? That’s got to be painful.” Later,
Annabella asks another question that invites more disclosure. She asks, “How many of
us have felt overwhelmed?” I wasn’t able to attribute the response to any one participant,
but one person spoke up and said, “I have.” While this level of disclosure may not match
that of the Richard text, it does signal a willingness on at least one student’s part to
openly acknowledge something personal and painful, hallmarks of the kinds of disclosure
Pennebaker and Smyth argue results in diminished stress, and the kinds of “opening up”
that WFC believes is critical to meeting the program’s emotional goals.

Another class about two weeks before this one fostered more personal
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disclosures, perhaps setting the stage for the class meeting described above as well as
Shante “opening up” about her anxiety regarding living with her boyfriend. During this
afternoon class session on June 24th, 2010, Annabella led a discussion of the Maya
Angelou poem “They Went Home.” The poem describes a woman who has affairs with
married men who go “home and [tell] their wives” about her, but as the title of the poem
suggests, in short order they choose to remain with their spouses (Angelou). Annabella
handed each participant a copy of the poem and pointed out that, in this particular
anthology, the poem is introduced with the question, “How does it feel to love someone
who doesn’t feel the same way about you?” At first, she posed this question somewhat
rhetorically as a means of getting participants to think about the situation the persona of
the poem finds herself in and, by moving on quickly to ask for volunteers to read the
poem out loud, indicates she doesn’t expect a response at that time. However, as the
conversation around the poem moves on, we see that the initial, very personal question
sets the tone. Apparently using the poem as the centerpiece for a lesson on tone and
voice in writing, Annabella asks participants to “Put yourself in this woman’s
place…This has just happened to you…How are you going to feel?” At this point in my
field notes, I don’t record any answers to that direct question on the part of the learners,
but later the conversation does move toward experiences WFC’s women have had related
to this poem, and hypothetically how they might react to the situations presented in the
poem. After talking about the poem for twenty minutes, the women start talking about
why someone would want to be involved in a relationship with a married person, or
would be motivated to have the kinds of relationships that the woman in the poem had.

Iman, a Sudanese immigrant, refers to a saying in her country: “The men from my
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country say that the same food every day is boring…even the best food.” She continued
to share that her father had left her mother and is married to another woman, suggesting
that he himself was “bored.” This disclosure, perhaps not incredibly personal, is
nonetheless evidence of the growing willingness to share WFC worked to foster.
Part of the encouragement to “open up” and share came from Annabella asking
direct, personal questions about the thoughts and experiences of WFC participants. At
one point in the conversation about Angelou’s poem, she asks, “Do you believe in having
more than one partner?” Perhaps sensing that this may be asking for more than
participants were willing to disclose at that time, she added that this decision is “a very
personal thing.” No one seems to respond directly, and Annabella moves on to another
topic for a moment (more on that below). Then, she asks something unrelated to the
themes or text of the poem: “If a man hits you or is abusive in anyway, what do you do?”
It’s unclear why she asked this particular question. My field notes don’t provide a lot of
context for this question. It could be that, since they were talking about relationships,
Annabella simply wanted to make sure that this very vulnerable population was safe. In
any event, this question prompted “opening up.” Two women shared that they were
survivors of domestic abuse. One woman said that she had a boot print left on her
stomach from being assaulted. Another said that she had been stabbed. By sharing these
exceptionally personal, traumatic, and emotional details of their pasts, these women show
a lot of courage. In addition, they show signs that they are willing to engage in the kind
of disclosure that make clinical counseling relationships productive. Thus, we see that

literacy activities—when properly focused and structured—can help to develop
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practices that support the emotional goals of programs like WFC.
While “opening up” was a subsidiary goal in service of others (learning to reduce
one’s anxiety and stress, for example), Annabella’s class did make a point of addressing
head-on some of the explicit emotional goals expressed by Madaline and her staff.
Specifically, in the class session described above, Annabella includes some instructional
moves that seem well suited to build or at least address participants’ self-esteem. About
half way through the discussion of the Angelou poem, Annabella adds, “I’m still shaking
my head, thinking she’s been with all of these married men.… Why does she not have
enough confidence to be with someone [full time]?” The suggestion here is that the
persona of the poem must have some issue that prevents her from seeking the
companionship of single men, those who presumably would marry and permanently
partner with the woman. That issue, in Annabella’s analysis, is low self-esteem. Despite
this relatively common (and “common sense”) analysis, it’s worth noting that some
research suggests an inconclusive link between low self-esteem and relatively shortlasting (or “indiscriminate”) sexual relationships. Mark Leary and colleagues argue that,
despite the presumed link between a desire for social acceptance on the part of low-selfesteem individuals and the kind of social connection achieved in a sexual relationship,
“[b]y and large, studies show little or no relationship between self-esteem and sexual
activity,” particularly among younger people (Leary, Schreindorfer, and Haupt 304). At
any rate, Annabella becomes more explicit in her focus on building participants’ self
esteem by asking, “If you were to tell me some of your best qualities, what would you
say?” Echoing the poem’s persona celebrating her “smile…wit…[and] hips,” she elicits

similar appreciations from her students (Angelou). One loves her own smile, another
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her personality, still another her strength. After a brief but moving conversation about
surviving domestic violence (see above), Annabella asks participants why people like
them, further focusing the women on their strengths and the things that make them
lovable. GED class ended shortly after this conversation, and as participants were either
walking out or preparing to do so, Annabella holds up one fist and says, “Be strong. You
are woman.” This last gesture clearly aims to build up the women based around their
female identity. Throughout the lesson, she was able to weave together work that not
only helped clients “open up” and develop a voice to talk about very personal parts of
their lives but also work that helped build the self-esteem valuable for feeling like they
said things worth listening to. Given Annabella’s approach to literacy education
particularly within the context of a counseling-focused program like Women for Change,
it is perhaps no surprise that Shante was willing to open up on her writing task later on in
the program despite only meeting with her counselor one time throughout her
participation in WFC. If you also consider the context in which Shante wrote her
paragraph—with the implicit and explicit values expressed in Richard’s story
encouraging the value of opening up—perhaps it’s little wonder that Shante was willing
to open up and disclose even more than asked by the assignment.
The case studies of Sharese and Shante—both of whom appeared to open up in
classroom and literacy situations throughout WFC—help us to concretely see both the
value in learning to share thoughts and feelings with others but also some of the process
by which that opening up might be cultivated. In many ways, the Women for Change
program appears uniquely capable of putting the fragments of literacy education together

into a somewhat more cohesive whole than participants have seen in their previous
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schooling. At this point, then, it is fair to ask: Did all of WFC’s participants feel
similarly about the programs counseling component and emotional goals?
“I Don’t Need Counselin’”: Participant Resistance to Emotional Goals
Despite the apparent usefulness of clinical counseling and the need for meeting
WFC’s emotional goals—as indicated through the research literature, administrative
testimony, and the personal stories of those who benefitted from WFC’s counseling
component—some participants within Women for Change were not pleased with this
programmatic aspect, including some who expressly articulated appreciation for it. The
brief narrative earlier in the chapter is one manifestation of this resistance: Lucy, who
was simply under-informed about the components of the program, still pushed back,
saying “I don’t need counselin’.” In my field notes, I recorded snippets of a conversation
with Annabella, who expressed her frustration with low attendance numbers in her
literacy skills class. One particular program day—the day when Lupe pushed against
Annabella’s curriculum and practically demanded to take the GED pre-test (see chapter
3)—Annabella lamented that attendance for her portion of WFC was impacted by other
parts, particularly the individual counseling. In my notes, I wrote, “One young woman
[in] the other room left at noon. She doesn’t want the counseling.” This lacunic
statement suggests that another potential participant in the literacy class left early, in part,
because of resistance to the individual counseling portion of the program. This
demonstrates that clients weren’t always shy about resisting the required counseling in
WFC.

During the end-of-the-session focus group, many participants (even those who
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valued this aspect of the program) detailed the problems posed by individual counseling
sessions. Darla, who never overtly resisted counseling sessions, said within the focus
group, “[I] don’t feel comfortable” in those sessions. They were “so-so,” and she said, “I
kinda felt like we sat there.” She wanted “More questions. More interaction.” Even
Iman, who said “Kendra [her clinical counselor] was a big help” and specifically joined
WFC for the counseling aspect, agreed with Darla that she didn’t feel comfortable in the
one-on-one counseling sessions. Shante said that she only met with her counselor once,
suggesting perhaps the meetings were poorly planned and executed or that the irregularity
of the sessions makes them superfluous. Shante’s irregular attendance, however, likely
played a role in the inconsistency of these sessions. Lucy restated during the focus group
that she didn’t need counseling, and mentioned that Jaqueline, her counselor, “just talked
about [my] daughter all the time.” In terms of how the program can be improved, Lucy
(perhaps predictably) said “Take out the counseling.” Surprisingly, my field notes
indicate that either Aiesha or Iman agreed with Lucy, which is odd considering that both
revealed in their interviews that the counseling helped them significantly. It is possible
that I made a mistake; of the other women in attendance at the focus group, Darla and
Shante both said very little about the counseling, and as such could have supported
Lucy’s idea. The valuable thing to point out is that someone agreed to this idea, thus
challenging its inclusion in Women for Change. However, it is worth noting that Lucy
was the only person who expressly addressed not needing the counseling in our
interviews. But out of the six women I interviewed, she was the only one who was

specifically asked about her regard for the counseling. The others who discussed the
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counseling in our interviews did so based upon their esteem for this programmatic aspect.
Why the Resistance to Counseling?
Some of the conversations surrounding counseling at the focus group may have
been impacted by perceived stigmas attached to receiving mental health services. Cecelia
acknowledged that, within the process of being referred from the County Aid Office to
the Women for Change program, many potential participants were put off by its
counseling aspect: “At the beginning, when we first started, […] when they heard about
counseling, [clients said,] ‘Pfft, I don’t, I don’t need counseling.’ You know? […]So it’s,
it’s a mindset that the clients have and, and unfortunately, it’s straight across the board.”
From her perspective, then, the majority of people coming to WFC are predisposed to be
resistant to the counseling aspect. Research confirms her perspective. According to a
study by Mackenzie, Erickson, Deane, and Wright assessing the viewpoints of U.S.
university students (individuals about the same age as WFC’s participants), “attitudes
toward seeking mental health services have become increasingly negative, in more or less
a linear manner […] over the past 40 years” (103). The authors add that their conclusion
“is also consistent with evidence that public stigma about mental illness has either
remained steady or worsened over time,” suggesting that the default approach of the
general public to psychotherapy or counseling is avoidance and denial (103). Within the
African-American community in particular, stigmas around receiving clinical help for
mental distress prevail. In one study, Alvidrez, Snowden, and Kaiser found that 68% of
their research participants (all Black consumers of mental health services) expressed
stigmatizing views of mental illness. Further, 41% expressed stigmatizing views of

mental health treatment, and 62% saw this pervasive stigma as “a reason to
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avoid/delay mental health treatment” (880). Thus, WFC’s clients, as well as those who
passed through the doors of Cecelia’s office, clearly expressed attitudes common within
the African-American community and within society at large.
Program staff seemed to expect some resistance, but they also respected the
wishes of their clients. Madaline, the director, mentioned that staff could screen out
“somebody who they, the case managers, may feel really needs counseling, but, um, the
client is very, um, against it. Um, that person certainly would not be appropriate.” She
added that this has happened in the past and, for individuals who are adamant they do not
need counseling, she says, “You know what? That’s not, this isn’t the place for you.” Of
course, this stance suggests that the clients who were vocal about not needing counseling
within this research either were not vocal enough in their resistance to be removed, or
perhaps they were posturing outside of the sessions to deflect the potential stigma that
counseling may carry with it.
Some of the perceived issues surrounding counseling may have to do with clients’
expectations about the program. Out of the six women I interviewed, only two said they
were overtly aware that WFC included a counseling aspect; both of them—Iman and
Aiesha—wanted to participate in the program because of this. Three of the remaining
four interviewees—Lucy, Shante, and Sharese—expected the program to be only GED
test prep, similar to a previous program they had attended. Lucy’s response is
documented at the beginning of this chapter, but here is how Sharese described, in part,
her expectations for the program:
Ryan: What did you want to get from this particular program?

Sharese: Just the um. Just for me to pass my test and get my diploma
for my GED.
Ryan: Yeah.
Sharese: That was it. That’s all I thought it was going to be
anyway.
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As described earlier, in spite of her expectations, Sharese did say that one of her main
goals for the program was learning to “open up,” and she reported that WFC helped her
achieve that goal, suggesting that clinical counseling played an important role. And, as
suggested earlier, Sharese’s experience in WFC—short though it may have been—
suggests that even those unaware of such mandatory counseling components can find
significant value in those programmatic features. So, given the insight from Sharese’s
case, we can say that client expectations going into a program like WFC can potentially
have a minimal impact on emotional goal attainment. Given the reactions of Linda and
Shante, however, it appears that client expectations regarding mandatory mental health
sessions may still strongly influence overall participant program satisfaction.
Implications: What Does WFC Teach Us about Trying to Achieve Emotional
Goals in Educational Programs?
Given the value that clinical counseling and meeting certain emotional goals has
for learners like those in the Women for Change program, it seems counterintuitive that
such an important need would be strongly resisted by many. In the section that follows,
I’ll briefly examine some of the programmatic lessons learned from examining the
counseling aspect of WFC. While some participants pushed back significantly against
the emotional work required in WFC, I believe there are steps that can be taken to
achieve these emotional goals without invoking the kinds of resistance that was common
in this cycle of Circle for Change.

It’s worth pointing out that the percentage of WFC participants that expressed
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value for the more emotional parts of the program is similar to the percentage of
Pennebaker and Smyth’s research participants whom they characterized as “high
disclosers”—those who were willing, in unfamiliar laboratory conditions and when
directed by strangers, to share “highly personal sides of themselves” (36). While neither
group (the experimental participants or WFC’s cohort) is particularly representative of
the general population, this congruence does suggest that half of any group might need
relatively little encouragement to participate in a clinical relationship. Conversely, the
other half, we may presume, will need some additional scaffolding to facilitate more
productive disclosure, whether it be a forum for discussing and refuting stigmas around
mental health, or exercises to build and ensure trust between client and counselor. In
short, designing programs that anticipate the needs of both high and low disclosers—
those more ready to share as part of the helping relationship and those who are less
ready—will help clients and staff alike feel supported and ready to be productive.
One intriguing detail is that the group counseling sessions appeared to be better
received than the individual ones, suggesting that this modality may face less resistance
from clients. During the end-of-session focus group to help improve the program, no one
asked that the Monday morning support group, known as “Rap Group,” be removed.
Iman, one of the women who came to WFC specifically for counseling, said, “I love it”
about the group counseling. Darla said, “It’s a good outlet. To get feedback.” With this
comment, Aiesha, Shante, and even Lucy agreed. Group therapy does offer some
benefits that may make resistant clients more willing to participate in counseling.
According to Irvin Yalom and Molyn Leszcz, group therapy is “superior to individual

therapy in the provision of social learning, developing social support, and improving
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social networks” (232). Further, group therapy offers secondary social gratifications,
such as the need “to be dominant, to be admired, to be loved, [and] to be revered”; these
may help reticent clients participate in group counseling, but having these (and other)
social needs fulfilled in the group sessions may prove to be a barrier to individual
progress (Yalom and Leszcz 173). Nevertheless, according to Yalom and Leszcz, group
therapy is “at least as efficacious as individual therapy” (Yalom and Leszcz 232,
emphasis in original). Thus, given the apparent need (according to research and some
clients’ own admissions) for counseling and the fact that group counseling appears to be
more palatable to some possibly more resistant participants, perhaps individual
counseling could be used only as needed on a case-by-case basis.
Sharese’s case in particular during this cycle of Women for Change does offer
some possible insight as to how a potentially resistant client who neither expected nor
articulated a desire for counseling came to appreciate and find useful this aspect of the
program. As described earlier, Sharese valued learning to “open up” that was fostered in
her one-on-one counseling sessions with Madeline, the WFC program director. We can
take away at least two possible explanations about why Sharese was receptive to, and
benefitted from, unexpected counseling. First, Sharese could have had a particularly
appropriate attitude for making use of this aspect of the program. According to Poulin,
“[c]lients progress through five stages in … professionally assisted change:
precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, action, and maintenance” (10). As
suggested by their names, the precontemplation and contemplation stages are marked by
an individual who is not yet ready to take action to change her circumstances. The

preparation stage, however, includes “[c]lients… [who] have started to address the
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problem and are motivated to make the necessary changes” (10). And, as the name
implies, the action stage describes “individuals [who] modify their behavior, experiences,
or environment in order to overcome their problems” (Prochaska, DiClemente, and
Norcross, qtd. in Poulin 10). Although we have a small amount of evidence to use to
make a judgment (and given the fact that I am not a trained therapist), I would suggest
that Sharese could have been in either the preparation or action stages when working with
Madaline. She expresses this positive attitude at the end of a statement quoted earlier:
““I'm not good with, I'm really not good wit like, talkin’, like, … you know how they
[medical professionals] come in, ‘Hi. [How are you?]’ I'm not good with all that. But. I
don’t know. I’m gonna try.” This willingness to make the changes to what she describes
as her “personality” for a new profession suggests that she is in the preparation or action
stages. In addition, she reported opening up and talking to a close friend about her
problems to avoid ‘blowing up’; Sharese said she learned this in her sessions with
Madaline, suggesting that she was taking the client-therapist relationship seriously and
was actively making changes to improve her life. Making this change in her life suggests
that Sharese is in the action stage, as she is actively connecting with others, but her
comment “I’m gonna try,” seems somewhat more congruent with the preparation stage.
In either case, Sharese does not resist the counseling. Rather, she embraces it. And, in
order to make positive changes in their lives, clients “must knowingly and willingly
participate in the helping process” (Poulin 10). While therapists and counselors have
methods for helping clients through the stages of change to reach the preparation stage,
“the client has to choose to participate in the helping process” (Poulin 15). Thus, at least

some of the potential resistance to counseling that Madeline and WFC counselors
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could have faced was alleviated by Sharese’s decision to try.
Second, Madeline was the most experienced counselor within WFC, and one
might surmise her experience may have made things go more smoothly. To take nothing
away from the other counselors, Madeline, the program director, had been in that position
for two-and-a-half years, and had been a counseling professional for at least six years
prior to this research. As mentioned earlier, WFC’s other counselors were just
approaching certification—a professional milestone, to be sure, but not equivalent to
Madeline’s certification and years on the job. Perhaps Madeline’s experience,
particularly with reluctant clients, helped her to coach Sharese into being a willing
participant in therapy.
However, research has found that therapist qualities, such as experience,
counseling style, and personal attributes, have an unclear impact on the effectiveness of
the helping relationship. A 2014 statistical meta-analysis by Ángel Sánchez-Bahíllo and
colleagues found that, out of six studies that focused on counselor experience on
outcomes, four (67%) found “no impact” of greater (or lesser) counselor experience
(151). However, a separate analysis of a large, naturalistic data set pointed to significant
client benefits based upon therapist differences, which included everything from
experience to cultural background to clinical style or approach. Up to “8% of the
variance in the intensity of patients’ symptoms, as measured before each session, and
17% of the variance in estimated rates of patient improvement … was explained by
therapist differences,” according to Lutz et al (36). Both articles note that research on
therapist effects is underdeveloped and more work is needed. However, given the data

within my research and the background provided by the literature, it is clear that
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presuming client attachment and growth based upon factors such as therapist skill,
experience, approach, or a therapist’s cultural connection with the client is problematic
and fraught with challenges. None insurmountable, but the point is, there is no one key
to managing individuals who resist part(s) of a program but (perhaps counter to their best
interests and/or the relevant research) crave a specific part of it, even if that piece is less
valuable than they might conceive it.
In summary, it seems that there’s no magic bullet for helping learners embrace
clinical counseling and its emotional goals in presumably education-focused programs
like Women for Change. However, by examining the summer 2010 cycle of WFC, we
see that these emotional goals are absolutely critical for helping participants meet their
immediate and long-term objectives, that being flexible about the counseling modalities
used may increase success and lessen client resistance, and, as we saw in the case of
Sharese, that broader notions of the applicability of these emotional goals may lead to
greater client effort and willingness to achieve those goals. While any number of factors
will continue to impact client engagement in the emotional work of clinical counseling—
such as stigmatization around receiving mental health services and relative infrequency
of counseling sessions—it is clear that clients engage most effectively when they see
value in achieving those emotional goals. It helps a great deal, too, that Annabella
deliberately integrated emotional content in her literacy classroom with the purpose of
achieving the program’s articulated emotional goals. Sharese and Shante both stand as
useful case studies, and in the next chapter, I will discuss the implications of these case
studies in building a theoretical and practical framework for reintegrating explicit

emotional work in the literacy classroom. I hope these women’s experiences help
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serve as useful correctives for many educators’ narrow visions of literacy and Discourse.

CHAPTER 5
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WHY STUDENTS’ IDENTITIES AND PAST EXPERIENCES MATTER IN THE
CLASSROOM: A RECONSIDERATION OF THE WFC PROGRAM
Fast forward four-and-a-half years. It’s early February in southwestern Idaho,
and I’m chatting with one of my new students on a bench in the hallway outside our
classroom. As her classmates were filing out some ten minutes ago, she stopped me.
“Can you look at this?” she asked, handing me her first draft of her first paper. “I’d like
to show it to you before I let any of my peers see it.” I was new to this particular job, my
first at an open-admission community college, and neither the students nor I really knew
what to expect. But a peer review activity was scheduled for the next class period in our
English 102 class (second semester composition), and I wanted all students—this one in
particular—to feel relaxed and engaged in the process. Of course I’ll look at it.
Asked to write a four-to-six page essay in which she tells the story of some
significant reading and/or writing experience in her life, my student shared a potent
anecdote about struggling against time and home circumstances she couldn’t control to
write, illustrate, and decorate a storybook for a grade-school project. Running out of time
and forced by her mother to go to bed before she could complete the assignment, she
allows her older sister (who did not need to go to bed just then) to glue her book together.
My student woke the next morning only to realize that her sister had glued the book’s
pages in the wrong order. The book now made no sense, and she needed to leave for
school that instant. Her teacher was less than understanding. The writer was denied the
time to fix the problem and failed the assignment. She was heartbroken—because the
assignment meant so much to her, because she didn’t want to fail, and because her mom

assuredly would unleash her wrath. “My mom’s the biggest asshole,” she smiled
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weakly. “I don’t even talk to her anymore.”
Our conversation mostly focused on the writing, but over the space of about
twenty minutes, we talked about her mom, the struggle of growing up, the power of
words, and the challenge of putting those words into a coherent form on the page. After
reading her draft and chatting with her, I suggested she move one paragraph to another
place and asked for clarity or detail in a couple of other spots, but the draft was strong.
She was a very good student—one of the strongest in the class—but the experience
described in her essay hampered her attitude and created anxieties about writing. As she
herself put it:
I still like telling stories but because of factors out of my control when I
was twelve, my fear of being completely shut down by people who are
supposed to help me outweighs any desire to write. As a result of this, I
only write when necessary and only what’s required of me.[…]I had this
fear that if I could not get my response out in a timely manner, and making
it freakishly cohesive as I did it, my paper – and more importantly, I –
would be rejected.
I was stunned the impact this experience, about six or eight years ago, had on her current
ability to write. In college. After she had accomplished so much academically and
intellectually. Here was a skilled adult writer, I thought, still grappling with the
aftereffects of a painful moment out of her writing past. I was sure to mention that our
college had a good clinical counselor on staff, and gave her the contact information. She
mentioned that she’d benefitted from some counseling in the past, and I encouraged her
to use all the college resources she could. “You’re paying for it anyway,” I smiled.
“Take advantage of it.” She smiled, rolled her draft up, promised to make the suggested
changes, and we walked down the hallway. I turned off into the bank of cubicles

reserved for adjunct office space and she headed off into the sunny parking lot to go
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home and work on her paper.
Sitting in my cubicle after this meeting, I recalled something that occurred years
earlier, in the middle of my interviews for this research project. Chipper and full of
enthusiasm for my work, I had just sat down with Iman, a WFC program participant. She
was my third interview, and by then I had started asking informants at the very beginning
of the interview to tell me about themselves. Here’s how our interview started:
Ryan: So, the first question I want to ask is, so, tell me about yourself.
You know, who would you say that you are, um, and what you'd like me
or maybe other people to know about you.
Iman: It’s, I’m sorry if it’s um. Maybe it’s some stuff will be shocking for
you.
Ryan: No. I don't think. [Laughs] Well. I don’t know. But. Whatever
you feel comfortable talking about is great.
Iman: Okay. My name is Iman. Uhhhh. Born and raised in Sudan… My
life was changed. I was very a normal kid. Um. I don’t know which one
was first, but. Um. There was civil war. There was a lot of people killed
in our house corner. And I was six year old. Nobody explain what’s
going on. And I just. Suppress it. Big trauma. I just grab it and just throw
it somewhere inside of me I didn’t go there. Something else. The house
across from us, um how do you say here in America? Was a serial killer?
Ryan: My God.
Iman: In the middle of the day, like at 11, we were playing outside of the
house and there was a guy he just walking by. This when he came, was a
big pipe. Steel. And he start hitting him, hitting him. [...]That was a
trauma for all of us. [...]We have our neighbor. He was a married man. He
molested me when I was eight years old.
Ryan: Oh my God.
Iman: Yeah so, all this stuff, just change my life. [...] And those trauma,
they affected my education. I couldn't get the education I supposed to have
because I was daydre-, not daydreaming, um just somewhere else when
that teacher, you know. So I couldn't get any, I get education, I get my
high school diploma but not the thing I supposed to, you know, early.
These two experiences connected in my mind, I think, because I felt unprepared for both
situations. I certainly didn’t expect these responses. Iman, a strong, brave survivor of
war, sexual abuse, and later domestic violence at the hands of her husband, answered a

question about who she is, posed by a relative stranger, with a cataloging of the
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trauma she has endured. She didn’t warm up to it. She didn’t give me little tidbits or
veiled references to ‘the stuff I’ve been through.’ Iman laid it all out, right at the start.
Despite having what seems like a traumatic past, my English 102 student didn’t exactly
share the litany of wrongs and tragedies she has faced. Still, there I was, asking students
to write about writing and I get a paper about how misunderstandings and even active
cruelty can harm a young person, impacting her identity as a writer and her ability to
grow and develop intellectually.
In both cases, I asked what I thought were completely benign, innocuous
questions, and what I was interested in learning more about—their experiences reading
and writing—seemed completely safe. By “safe,” I guess I mean I thought the
assignment and my prompts required little sharing of sensitive personal experiences.
We’re talking about education—reading, writing, I thought to myself, and asking
students to share their experiences doesn’t require divulging sensitive, personal,
emotionally-challenging histories. I didn’t ask about the intimate details of their lives, or
about trauma. But the responses I received revealed a great deal about how central
traumatic experiences can be to the construction of one’s identity, and how that identity
may be bound up in literacy.
In the previous chapters—the last two in particular—I’ve suggested that even the
most well-thought-out and comprehensive educational programs can struggle to hear and
accommodate learner needs. In the chapter that follows, I’m going to argue that the
above anecdote and my research within the Women for Change program suggests that
literacy teaching and learning is best viewed through the lens of identity, in particular,

through the idea of Discourse, a concept advocated by James Paul Gee, that sees
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literacy practice as inherently about identity formation. Discourse gives educators,
particularly adult basic educators, a more robust and holistic conception of the work their
programs are doing. But ultimately Gee’s vision of Discourse doesn’t go far enough to
account for the impact that a learner’s real-world identity has on the acquisition and
enactment of other Discourses. More specifically, Discourse doesn’t go far enough to
explain why trauma keeps coming up in spaces and projects where educators think
they’re talking about, and asking students to consider, ideas that are far away from their
possibly difficult experiences.
Thus, I propose what I call the integrative literacies model, which seeks to
integrate broader ideas of identity—both inside and outside the literacy classroom—into
a pedagogy that accounts for the various identities learners bring with them. This
argument will suggest that a Discourse-focused literacy program with carefully planned
and considered integration between literacy education, learners’ goals, and learners’
broader emotional history will best help individuals achieve success. More to the point,
my research suggests that educational systems do more to account and prepare for the
likelihood that learners have histories of trauma that significantly impact their ability to
learn, function, and develop. My hope is that the integrative model I propose
accomplishes that goal.
Literacy and Identity: Discourse as Integrative Framework
Women for Change positioned itself as a literacy, counseling, and job-readiness
program, but too often each was seen as a separate goal or, in the case of literacy,
computer, and life skills, a separate “class.” As discussed in chapters three and four,

many WFC participants believed that the program was simply another GED test prep
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program, much like the one they had just left. Others presumed it was job search. Of
course, WFC contained all of these elements, and more. And as discussed in previous
chapters, participants learned a good deal in these different parts of the program.
But depending on expectations or participant needs, some elements were seen as
unnecessary. Lucy pointed to this fact during our interview. Having told me that she
thought WFC was just going to be GED prep, she felt that all of the non-GED work was
“like, basically in the way.” While she admitted later to benefitting from different parts
of the program, she insisted that the GED was still the biggest thing she needed to be
successful, and the clinical counseling portion of the program was unnecessary for her.
“Like, uh, you know, I don’t need counselin,” she told me. Due in part to mismanaged
client expectations and an approach that seemed to regard each piece of the WFC
curriculum as a separate piece or “module,” there wasn’t always a clear sense for what
the program and curriculum added up to, what it all created or aimed at creating.
If we begin by looking at WFC through the lens of Discourse, we can see that the
Women for Change program, nascently or otherwise, was constructed to teach
participants dominant Discourse—that is, literate identities that allow participants access
to the power, privilege, and economic benefits of dominant (read: white) society. The
notion of Discourse, as put forward by James Paul Gee, acknowledges that “[i]t is not just
how you say” or communicate something that makes it meaningful in a given context,
“but what you are and do when you say it” that gives the act its fullest meaning
(“Literacy” 525, emphasis in original). Thus, Discourse refers to an “identity kit” that
contains the appropriate “saying (writing)-doing-being-valuing-believing combinations”

that indicate one is a member (or not) of a given social group or identity (“Literacy”
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526, emphasis in original). Gee argues that not only is one either in or out of the “club”
(i.e., a fluent member or a clear non-member of a Discourse community), but also that
social groups, particularly “dominant groups in a society[,] apply rather constant ‘tests’”
to ascertain whether or not one should be granted access to the social group (“Literacy”
528). Faking it, for Gee, is effectively out of the question.
Being an outsider to some social groups, such as a street gang or a computer
hacking collective, may not put the outsider at a significant disadvantage in daily life. In
some cases, being an outsider to some social groups is positive (e.g., being a non-street
gang member might free one up from harassment by law enforcement). However, Gee
argues that larger society frequently has a Discourse that allows its users access to a great
deal of social power, prestige, and privilege. He calls this dominant Discourse, “the
mastery of which,” he argues, “brings with it the (potential) acquisition of social ‘goods’
(money, prestige, status, etc.)” (“Literacy” 528). Frequently, dominant Discourse stresses
the “superficial features of language,” such as standard subject-verb agreement, because,
according to Gee, such markers are ideal for ensuring that “the ‘right’ people [i.e., those
who grew up acquiring dominant Discourse] get to the ‘right’ places ion our society”
(“Literacy” 531). Thus, if one is unable to reproduce and participate in the identity
required by dominant Discourse—particularly through one’s command of relatively
superficial features of language—then one will on the outside of society looking in,
unable to access jobs, political and social power, and the ability to get societal institutions
to hear and react to one’s needs, no matter how dire.

This, I argue, is the position that many Women for Change participants found
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themselves in. As impoverished African-American single mothers living in an
exceptionally crime-ridden city, many without high school diplomas or other educational
credentials, WFC participants found themselves on the outside of dominant society
looking in. True, many of them had decent work histories and social networks that
provided access to informal and formal employment—say, friends who might be able to
get them an interview at the hospital, or a neighbor who would pay them a little money to
babysit for a few hours a week. As valuable as these connections could sometimes be,
they afforded little in the way of consistent access to economic and social resources,
particularly when circumstances change (for example, the neighbor no longer has money
to pay for babysitting, and the friend at the hospital just quit her job). Thus, helping
WFC participants acquire at least some portion of dominant Discourse would seem to be
a more effective strategy for helping participants gain more sustainable access to
employment and social resources across contexts.
While Gee argues that a Discourse (particularly dominant Discourse) is acquired
only via apprenticeship and can’t be taught in a classroom, many people from nondominant social groups have acquired dominant Discourse, despite the fact that their
homes and local communities didn’t have formal access to this identity. Lisa Delpit
argues dominant Discourse can be taught and acquired in a classroom setting, saying,
[d]espite the difficulty entailed in the process, almost any AfricanAmerican or other disenfranchised individual who has become
‘successful’ has done so by acquiring a [D]iscourse other than the one into
which he or she was born. And almost all can attribute that acquisition to
… the work of one or more committed teachers. (550)

In “The Politics of Teaching Literate Discourse,” Delpit points to a significant
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tradition of African-American students leaning dominant Discourse in school—even
those superficial features that Gee refers to as markers of full cultural acquisition.
Delpit’s case not only more adequately explains the history of upward socioeconomic
mobility, it also provides the theoretical grounds for using a program like WFC to teach
at least some aspects of dominant Discourse.
WFC certainly did not overtly aim to teach dominant Discourse; their largely
skills-based approach would have precluded any sense that they were doing anything
other than building client facility with traditional academic skills (math, language arts,
etc.), computer skills, and some of the “soft skills” that help people get and keep a job,
like how to dress for an interview, and how to set and achieve goals. I argue, however,
that if we look at the WFC program holistically, we see a curriculum designed, perhaps
unintentionally, to acculturate participants into many practices of dominant Discourse.
This is not to say that the women of WFC didn’t have access to these skills or
practices in other circumstances, or that they were incapable of acquiring these portions
of dominant Discourse on their own. Rather, in the section that follows, I seek to present
a more complete vision of the variety of dominant Discourse that WFC emphasized and
aimed to teach when looking at the program as a whole. Of course, in any literacy
program and particularly in WFC, the goal is not to create a whole new identity—to erase
the “old” identity and reformat the person in accordance with a “new” one. Rather, the
idea is to make the identifiable features of a new identity available to the individual so
that she can “Discourse switch”; that is, one fluent in multiple Discourses can switch

between them, much like a multilingual person can switch between languages or
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codes. It is this Discourse switching that Delpit and others argue in favor of explicitly
teaching.
It’s worth noting here also that the learning of those “superficial linguistic
features” that Gee describes and that Delpit suggests are teachable in the classroom are
unlikely to be thoroughly learned in ten weeks, much less a typical college semester.
Indeed, there are many such features, according to Paul Matsuda, that newcomers to any
Discourse may be unable to learn and reproduce, despite years of explicit training (154,
156-157). While I argue that some participants within the WFC program do learn some
practices of dominant Discourse, my goal is rather to show how the WFC curriculum,
when viewed more holistically, is teaching the practices that form dominant Discourse
rather than what was acquired or learned in the brief program.
To assess how WFC is teaching dominant Discourse, we first have to get a
relatively clear idea of what dominant Discourse looks like. This, it turns out, is more
difficult than it sounds. Gee himself doesn’t articulate a concrete vision of what qualities
and practices might comprise dominant Discourse. In “Literacy, Discourse, and
Linguistics: Introduction,” as suggested above, he defines dominant Discourse as an
identity kit that grants one access to potentially acquiring societal goods (“Literacy” 528).
He further suggests that “‘middle-class mainstream’ sorts of Discourses often carry with
them power and prestige,” suggesting that dominant Discourse is somehow connected to
those middle-class ways of speaking, acting, and believing in the world (“Literacy” 531).
But we never get a fully-realized description of what the relationship between dominant
Discourse and “middle-class mainstream” Discourse is. And a detailed listing of the

elements of this “identity kit” isn’t included. There’s a sense here that pinning down
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dominant Discourse is somewhat like Supreme Court Justice Potter Stuart’s definition of
pornography in Jacobellis v. Ohio: “I know it when I see it” (Jacobellis v. Ohio). That
is, many take the specific practices and qualities of dominant identity for granted,
noticing perhaps more when it’s absent than when it is present.
However, we can piece together a more concrete picture of dominant Discourse
by looking at “soft skills.” You will recall from chapter two that soft skills are, according
to Philip Moss and Chris Tilly, “skills, abilities, and traits that pertain to personality,
attitude, and behavior rather than to formal or technical knowledge” (253). Referring to
the 1991 SCANS report, Ellen Kilgos and Thomas Valentine suggest that soft skills, such
as punctuality and attendance, seem to be important to hiring managers. Thus, “a more
inclusive” ABE curriculum, according to Kilgos and Valentine, includes soft skills “such
as personal qualities and interpersonal relationships” (168). In short, soft skills address
not necessarily the work one does, but how one goes about that work. Thus, these “soft
skills” focused on behavior, attitude, and communication—how one “presents oneself”—
seem to be a likely analog for dominant Discourse.
However, the relationship between these desired soft skills and dominant
Discourse isn’t frequently made explicit. Perhaps some of this is due to the tendency of
dominant (read: white) culture to hide itself. Mikhail Lyubansky argues that it is a
quality of whiteness (of the dominant cultural and social group in the U.S. historically
and at the present moment) to avoid articulating its characteristics (Lyubansky). Still,
Bonnie Urciuoli makes the case that soft skills—among which are “social graces, facility
with language, personal habits,… [and] optimism”—can be considered “ways to fashion

subjectivity compatible with dominant practices, institutions, and beliefs” (215). Soft
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skills, in this formulation, “establish the type of person valued by the privileged system”
(Urciuoli 215). Given the emphasis that many have placed on the value of these soft
skills (recall that the hiring managers in the Kilgos and Valentine study ranked
“interpersonal skills” as the highest training need for incoming workers), it seems
reasonable to take Urciuoli’s argument one step further and concede the alignment, if not
the outright equivalence, between these soft skills and the practices central to dominant
Discourse. That is, it seems highly likely that we can view many lists of soft skills as, in
fact, articulations of the practices and values of Gee’s dominant Discourse15.
Taken as a whole, the Women for Change curriculum acclimated participants to a
version of dominant Discourse that focused mainly on the cultural expectations around
communication, particularly face-to-face communication, in official spaces—the job
interview, government or professional offices, and the workplace. In so doing, perhaps
the tacit message WFC hoped its graduates would send is a “willingness to play by the
rules” of the workplace and of dominant society (Urciuoli 215).
WFC and the Moves of In-Person Dominant Discursive Communication
Like many formal educational programs, WFC modeled plenty of the expectations
and practices of dominant Discourse: In all spaces, participants were expected to be
focused on the task at hand and following directions; in the literacy skills/GED prep
class, attendees were expected to pay attention to Ms. Annabella, to be on-task and
working on the lesson, and to not disrupt the work of other people with noise or
15

Granted, these practices are contextual and can vary across situations, so there may be
no one set of Discursive practices that apply in all circumstances. However, my
argument is that these practices and qualities apply most often to most members of the
dominant Discursive community.

unsanctioned off-task activity. Further, attendance and punctuality were expected and
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incentivized. For each day in the week (Monday-Thursday) that participants arrived on
time, they would receive an entry into the end-of-the-program drawing for a brand new
laptop. In addition, there were sanctions the welfare office could levy against
participants who did not attend the WFC program for the number of required hours each
week (which was either 20 or 30, depending on the circumstances of each individual).
However, in the spirit of Lisa Delpit and other educators that argue that learners
from non-dominant backgrounds and cultures can be acculturated into dominant
Discourse, it is critical to examine what elements of dominant Discourse WFC explicitly
taught, as this explicit instruction sends a clearer message about the goals and values of
the program, and what practices learners should take away from the experience. Most
explicitly during my time with WFC, the program taught modes of in-person
communication that tended to be preferred in the official spaces where dominant
Discourse was typically valued and expected. WFC did this across its curriculum by
teaching assertive communication and self-confidence in its Life Skills course, by
coaching participants about appearance and communication expectations regarding job
interviews in Career Skills, and by building skill with coping with strong emotions and
learning to “open up” in clinical counseling.
Kendra, the Life Skills instructor for this session of WFC, led a short lesson on
communication styles, specifically assertive communication, near the mid-point of the
program. She opened the episode by emphasizing the need to be understood…and to
understand what others are telling us. She demonstrated this via an anecdote. Kendra was

visiting a friend in New Orleans a while back. Since Kendra was up out of her chair
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and her friend was seated, her friend asked, “Can you get me a cold drink, please?”
“So I went to the kitchen, grabbed a glass, put in some ice, and filled it with
water,” she said. “And wouldn’t you know it? My friend, she got really mad at me!”
“Why?” Bernadette asked.
“Because in New Orleans, when someone asks for a ‘cold drink,’ they mean a
soda,” Kendra explained.
“So?!” Bernadette exclaimed. “You got her cold water!”
“She should have got up and got it herself,” Sharese said.
“Point is,” Kendra continued, “we should have communicated better. I should
have asked why kind of cold drink she wanted, and she should have asked me if I knew
what she was asking for.”
This theme—thinking carefully about the message sent and how that message
may be received by the audience—continued through the conversation about
communication styles and how to be an assertive communicator. Kendra presented four
communication styles: passive, aggressive, passive-aggressive, and assertive.
“Passiveness,” she said, “can bring out aggressiveness in some people.” The message a
passive communication style sends, according to Kendra, is “You’re OK, I’m not.” This
can suggest, as Lupe mentioned in the class session, “Passive people have low selfesteem.”
“And if I’m aggressive,” Kendra continued, “I got what I wanted in the moment.
But now I’d have a problem with the person I was aggressive with. If you saw me talk to
someone aggressively, Shante, what would you think of me?”

“I’d think you were a bitch,” Shante frowned.
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“Right. So by using an aggressive communication style with one person, now
I’ve caused a problem with everybody in the room,” Kendra explained. “It sends the
message, ‘I’m OK, you’re not.”
Passive-aggressiveness, Kendra says, is “sneaky.” “It’s a little more undercover,”
she says, writing the word “manipulative” on the whiteboard. Here, she draws a bit of a
parallel with her earlier “cold drink” example: With passive-aggressiveness, it’s unclear
what’s being communicated. If something is a problem, there’s little clarity about what
the problem is, and this lack of directness can cause confusion on the part of the listener,
and frustration, resentment, and anger on the part of the speaker. On her Power Point
slide, Kendra wrote, “Passive Aggressiveness causes anger and resentment in others,”
further demonstrating the negative impacts this communication style has on others.
After highlighting all of the communication styles that are dispreferred, I would
argue, by dominant culture, she describes assertive communication. In her conversation
with participants, her notes on a whiteboard, and a handout she distributed, Kendra
defined assertive communication as having a “conversational tone.” Those who were
being assertive maintained “good eye contact,” “participate… in [the] group,” and
“speak… to the point.” According to the handout, the assertive speaker “[r]elaxes and
adopts an open posture and expressions.” The value Kendra explained an assertive
communication style sent was, “I’m okay, you’re okay.”
Before Madaline came in and broke up the session, Kendra made a gesture that
helps us more easily see how the practice of assertive communication is linked to
dominant Discourse. Kendra was talking explicitly about the non-verbal elements of

assertive communication, and she connected these to appropriate demeanor during a
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job interview. “In job skills, in career skills,” she said, “did Jacqueline talk to you about
[body language] in an interview?...How if you fold your arms…” your interviewers or
communication partners might see you as closed off, she asked. Lucy, for one, said she
remembered this lesson. Kendra continued, “It’s [how to act in an interview] basically all
of this stuff.” In this brief comment, Kendra acknowledged that the explicit
communication practices and features of assertiveness that they just discussed are
typically expected and privileged within the formal setting of the interview. In this way,
Kendra connected this communication practice with other “disciplines” within the WFC
curriculum and demonstrates how learning these practices can benefit them in ways
broader than improving relations with one’s family.
Research supports Kendra’s point that these communication practices are valuable
for demonstrating one’s competency in dominant Discourse. Moss and Tilly quote a
hiring manager who struggles to understand many of the Black men he interviews:
“[Young Black men] don’t present themselves well to the employer, just because they
don’t know, they don’t realize how they’re communicating, or not communicating” (268,
emphasis added). How African-American interviewees present themselves, of course, is
judged on the basis of one’s facility with dominant Discourse. In the passage from Moss
and Tilly’s work above, we see resonances with Kendra’s comments about body
language and the unspoken ways one might be communicating. More to the point, the
interviewee quoted above understands that those applying for jobs “don’t know” how to
communicate in a situation when “present[ing] themselves well” in an interview means

conforming to the frequently-unstated rules and practices of dominant Discourse.
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Indeed, Moss and Tilly acknowledge this point later in the paragraph:
This [the quote presented above] conforms with the view, expressed in
focus groups by young, inner-city Black and Latino men that code
switching—being able to present oneself and communicate in ways
acceptable to majority White culture—is the most important skill needed
to find a keep a job. (268, emphasis added)
This research confirms the value of Kendra and the Women for Change program seeking
to teach and make explicit the communication practices valued and expected by those
practicing dominant Discourse (Moss and Tilly’s “majority White culture”). However,
even Moss and Tilly acknowledge that it’s not just communication that is important. It is
how a person “presents” herself, as well, suggesting that the more appropriate way to
approach the problem Moss and Tilly identify is to consider it in the frame of identity—
that is, the Geeian Discursive frame of “saying (writing)-doing-being”—rather than as
separate “communication” and “presentation” problems.
In another Life Skills class just before the end of the ten-week cycle, Kendra
made explicit the connections between the communication practices she was teaching and
their usefulness within official spaces. A little over a week before WFC ended, Kendra
conducted a short workshop—with a rather extensive, six page handout—that contained
more detailed information about how to be an effective, assertive communicator,
including a number of mnemonics that were in the form of acronyms. One used for
assertively “keeping your self-respect” by saying no to someone in power is FAST,
which reminds communicators to “be Fair, make no Apologies, Stick to their values, and
be Truthful.”

Within these frameworks, Kendra emphasized that effective communicators
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need to “balance priorities and demands.” “If we’re giving in to others’ demands all the
time, you’re going to blow up,” Kendra said, explaining the dangers of always putting
others’ demands ahead of your priorities. However, always putting your priorities ahead
of demands will cause problems, too, and she gave an example relevant to my point: “If
you don’t take care of your daughter who is sick, others will get mad at you. But if you
are staying home with your daughter every time she even sneezes or gets a scratch, then
you’ll always be staying home and you will not be able to hold down a job.” In this
example, Kendra makes explicit not only the value of doing the hard work of balancing
these challenging requirements of one’s life, but also how these efforts are useful as part
of one’s identity as a participant in dominant Discourse. Kendra makes it clear that,
while your child might be your highest priority, it’s critical to also meet certain demands
in order to demonstrate your “willingness to play by the rules,” as Bonnie Urciuoli put it
(Urciuoli 215). In short, while there are times when dominant culture sends the message
that caring for one’s children should be the utmost priority, there are circumstances when
both the childrens’ needs are relatively low and the needs to demonstrate affiliation to the
workplace are, by comparison, relatively high. In cases like this, Kendra tried to make
explicit the expectations of dominant Discourse: Prioritize your children over work in
occasional cases when they cannot help themselves (e.g., they are too young and/or ill to
be left alone and no one else can care for them); otherwise, it is important to show your
employers that you can prioritize work over your children, particularly if their needs are
relatively minor at that moment. Balancing the demands of single motherhood and work
was an enormous challenge for the participants of WFC. While Kendra’s very short

comment may not have been enough to help participants better manage their priorities
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and demands, it was another case in which the WFC program explicitly articulated a
feature of dominant Discourse, and directly encouraged participants to practice it.
Kendra’s references to work-related skills, and explicitly to Jacqueline’s Career
Skills class regarding interview practices and protocol, pointed to the mere tip of the
iceberg in terms of the extent to which that course explicitly taught the expectations and
rules of dominant Discourse. From writing effective cover letters and resumes, to
preparing for and practicing the interview, WFC’s Career Skills course made a number of
markers of dominant Discourse explicit. Many of these markers were taught in the faceto-face environment of the classroom, but a significant number of useful examples came
from handouts that Jacqueline provided to participants. In our interview, she suggested
that she hoped to “provide resources” for WFC participants—items they could go back to
and use to jog their memory long after the program was over. One such handout was
titled, “Pre-Interview Strategies,” and it covered a range of practices expected in the job
interview, a critical gate-keeping moment—one that often requires some demonstration
of facility with dominant Discourse (see Figure 4). One common but often overlooked
element of these interactions is appropriate outward appearance of affect. This includes a
relaxed body posture (that is, no nervous foot tapping or obvious tension), smiling when
appropriate, and other practices (big and small) that indicate one understands the
Discursive expectations.
Smiling and appearing relaxed are a few of the practices encouraged by this
resource. Near the bottom of the eleven-point list, in the section of things interviewees
“DO NOT” do, we read that one should not “show anxiety or boredom (by looking at

your watch or dropping your head).” Just below this, in the last (number 11) section,
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there is this final encouragement: “Keep in mind that a firm handshake, a confident smile
(that doesn’t turn idiotic or overly done during the interview), eye contact (without
staring), and brief, truthful, and authentic answers are excellent tools.” Note in both of
these passages that appearing confident, calm, and friendly are essemntial behavioral
practices. On the next page of the nine-page packet, one titled, “What to Do during the
Interview,” we get another piece of advice along the same lines: “Try to remain (or at
least appear) poised and relaxed. Remaining enthusiastic will help.” Although this
resource doesn’t provide clear practices or steps to take to at least appear relaxed, it
encourages some specific things: Smile; give cues that show interest, such as making eye
contact and speaking positively about your experience and the potential job (‘being
enthusiastic’); and control your outer appearance (such as facial expressions and twitchy
body movements) to try not to reveal too much about your possibly-anxious inner state.
These practices are seen, according to Moss and Tilly and others, as being
increasingly important for performing customer service functions for members of the
general population as customers frequently expect to be served in a manner consistent
with the expectations of dominant Discourse. One of Moss and Tilly’s informants, a
regional personnel representative hiring cashiers for a national retail chain, emphasized
the importance of non-verbal behaviors in the performance of the job—and in the
performance of dominant Discourse. The informant put it this way: “I tell my …
personnel managers, ‘If they don’t smile, don’t hire them.’ I don’t care how well-
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Figure 4: Page 1 of the “Pre-Interview Strategies” Packet, Distributed in Career Skills

educated they are, how well-versed they are in retail, if they can’t smile, they’re not
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going to make a customer feel welcome” (259). This individual sees affect and being able
to create a welcoming atmosphere as a critical part of customer service. While the act of
smiling and appearing relaxed may not seem a vital practice to display in an interview, it
can serve as a marker for one’s ability to predictably conform to the unspoken guidelines
of dominant Discourse when on the job. As such, this packet serves as yet another
specific way that the Women for Change program explicitly taught dominant Discursive
practices.
Clinical Counseling, Dominant Discursive Practice, and Literacy
The above examples represent a relatively small portion of the explicit instruction
that WFC participants received in dominant Discourse. Most of the practices and
exercises I have described are standard fare for work readiness and welfare-to-work
programs. Interviewing skills, effective interpersonal communication, lengthy handouts
listing tip after tip for nailing the interview and getting that job—practically no such
program would be complete without these elements.
However, one programmatic element unique to WFC gave participants a
significantly greater opportunity to acquire and test out some practices central to
dominant Discourse: clinical counseling. The workshops, handouts, and group
discussions I describe above are all fairly effective at describing how one should appear
and behave in particular situations. That is, they tell us the desired end result. Clinical
counseling, by contrast, teaches individuals how to achieve those desired results.
Precisely how clinical counseling achieves those results is beyond the scope of
this work. As you may recall from the first chapter, counselor-client privacy standards

prevented me from sitting in on group or one-on-one counseling sessions, and I
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demonstrated my respect for these standards by not asking informants any questions
about their counseling experiences unless they brought them up first. And, as one who is
not a clinical counselor, my knowledge of techniques and practices is extremely limited.
But throughout my analysis of the goals, curriculum, and educational experiences within
the Women for Change program, it is clear that
•

WFC staff members emphasized client achievement of particular
emotional goals, such as gaining a “feeling of support,” and “self-esteem”;

•

Some WFC participants reported achieving emotional goals (both personal
and those promoted within the program), most frequently within the
context of a productive counseling relationship; and

•

Many of these emotional goals align with the “soft skills” that form the
discrete practices within dominant Discourse.

In the section that follows, I will briefly recast some comments I included earlier (in
chapter 4) from Sharese and Aiesha as ways in which both women learned some
important practices within dominant Discourse, at least in part, through clinical
counseling. Specifically, both women describe how they’ve learned to manage their
outward affect and communication practices (particularly body language) when their
inner emotional states might be at odds with the affect they want to display on the
outside. This ability, particularly challenging for those who have experienced some form
of trauma, is critical to outwardly conform to the codes of dominant Discourse, yet too
often this critical emotional training and support is mentioned only briefly or ignored
altogether. Thus, this section describes what I see as the limitation of Gee’s model of

Discourse and discursive acquisition, namely that Gee inadequately accounts for the
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relationships between Discursive identities, and proposes efforts to “rebuild” identities
that are insufficient.
Aiesha, as detailed in chapter 4, struggled to perform well in the classroom and
other professional spaces because of the problems she was going through. In our
interview, she shared, “I’m goin through some problems so, I be a little frustrated
sometimes.” That word frustrated suggests many things, among which are outward or
visible anger, annoyance, even a loss of optimism. Many of these expressions are at odds
with the vision of desired “soft skills” that form dominant Discourse. Specifically, Moss
and Tilly mention that many employers see Black men as “defensive, hostile, or having a
difficult ‘attitude’” (260). It’s not hard to imagine a frustrated Aiesha in the workplace
appearing to outwardly meet any of these categories. In dealing with her inner emotional
state, she would likely be unaware or unconcerned with how her outer affect was being
perceived.
However, Aiesha had received some help within the WFC program: “[I]n talkin to
Kendra and them [WFC’s clinical counselors], they a real big help.” A bit later, she was
more specific. She told me, “Being able to talk to her [the counselor] about everything,
and her bein’ here, get a lot of things off my mind, it kind of keep me focused ‘cause I’m
always frustrated a lot.” In these comments, Aiesha connects her experience with clinical
counseling to a behavioral change; that is, she’s better able to focus. While she doesn’t
get into the specifics about what this might look like in her daily life or in the WFC
program, this ability to focus—to pay close attention, to avoid looking bored or
disinterested—is a practice that would be very useful in spaces where dominant

Discourse is expected. For instance, recall the list of interview dos and don’ts. It’s
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not hard to imagine someone who’s frustrated, like Aiesha, appearing bored in an
interview if she can’t focus because of all the things swirling in her head at the moment.
She may cope with that frustration by, in the words of the handout “looking at [her]
watch or dropping [her] head.” According to Aiesha’s comments and this reasoning,
clinical counseling offers the possibility that people can learn how to manage their inner
feelings, thus being more in control of their outer affect. And managing outer affect is a
critical piece of meeting those unstated expectations of dominant Discourse.
Sharese, a participant I discuss at length in chapter four, learned practices that are
consistent with dominant Discourse, as well. You may recall that her goal was to “open
up,” and in the previous chapter, I delve into what that phrase meant to Sharese and how
it was relevant for her future ambitions—to get a job in the medical field and to be more
open and gregarious in her daily life. “Opening up” for Sharese meant many things that
could be connected to WFC’s tacit curriculum in dominant Discourse, but two specific
pieces stand out in this context: being friendly, open, and engaging in professional
settings; and managing her non-verbal communication. In our interview, Sharese said
she needed to learn to “open up more” to work in the medical field. Describing how
medical assistants, nurses, and other medical service providers are friendly, she told me,
“I'm not good with, I'm really not good wit like, talkin’, like, … you know how they
[medical professionals] come in, ‘Hi. [How are you?]’ I'm not good with all that. [. . .]
They come in, [say] ‘Hi, how ya doin?’ play with the kids, stuff like that. Like, I’m not
good with that.” In these comments, Sharese acknowledges the importance of
friendliness in the workplace, and suggests that she’d need to learn how to be more

“open”—that is, more chatty and engaging—in her profession. This strongly echoes

205

the earlier comments from the regional personnel executive in Tilly and Moss’s research
above: demonstrating friendliness through smiling and small talk can make clients,
customers, and coworkers feel comfortable in that these practices conform to the
expectations of dominant Discourse.
Later in our interview, she says that her brief time in the Women for Change
program and working with a counselor has helped her move toward this goal: “I learned
how to open up more. I know dat. […] Like, my main thing anyway is like openin up
more. Because I was always like a person that kept to myself.” She mentions that
working with her counselor, in particular, helped. Sharese continued, “Knowing that I
can sit and talk to someone and being able to trust her. Like Miss Madaline. I can
always sit and talk to her and she always you know give me good feedback.” Within the
scope of the counseling relationship, Sharese learned that she could talk to and trust
someone else. In this case, it was Madaline specifically, but she also mentions later in
her interview that the “opening up” she learned in her counseling sessions allowed her to
talk to and trust a member of her family. Being able to “open up” to a family member
allowed Sharese to develop an emotional support network beyond the counseling
relationship. This is promising because, if Sharese can maintain and grow that personal
emotional support network, she can continue to make gains toward her personal and
professional goal of learning to “open up.” And from her comments within the interview,
it is clear that Sharese developed this practice, at least in part, from WFC’s counseling
component.

Ironically, the stories above—and the fact that some within the WFC program

206

resisted clinical counseling—point to the fragmentation of WFC program components,
and to the need for the integrative approach I propose. Reflecting on the analysis of this
chapter and the discussion in chapter two regarding the typical approaches of ABE
programs, it is clear that the WFC program largely took a skills-based approach to their
curriculum. Staff members hoped that clients would be able to take the discrete skills and
abilities learned in WFC and apply them broadly to their job searches, communication
practices, and their lives. And yet, so divorced did clinical counseling seem from the rest
of the curriculum that WFC staff members themselves couldn’t see how counseling was
teaching skills—ones specifically called for in the workplace.
WFC staff members had an opportunity to frame this emotional work as teaching
valuable workplace skills and coping strategies—“soft skills,” to put them into employer
lingo. For example, WFC’s participants were qualified for, and have had in the recent
past, a number of customer service positions. Handling difficult or angry customers is a
key competency. As argued above, a good amount of the emotional work done in the
counseling sessions involved dealing with negative emotions and developing support
networks and strategies for coping with difficulty. It seems, then, that WFC staff missed
an opportunity to project counseling as a critical workplace skill, similar to those taught
in other WFC “classes.” This reveals how even a skills-based approach was incompletely
realized within the Women for Change program.
A point bears emphasis here: In many ways, the Women for Change program
offered a more comprehensive literacy curriculum than many others. And yet, those who
designed the program, who ran the program, and those who funded and attended the

program, didn’t know it. The lenses with which the designers and staff members
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viewed their work, likely the skills-based lens, tended to focus on the distinctness of each
of the programmatic parts. Sure, there were connections between “classes”; the
similarities between Life Skills and Career Skills described above is one such synergy.
But most often each class was its own domain: literacy class was separate—and distinctly
useful—from Career Skills and from Computer Skills. And all of them were separate
from counseling. This, I argue, is one of the limitations of the skills-based approach.
But using this atomistic, skills-based lens even obscured the importance of the
emotional work so valued by WFC staff members. It was viewed, to paraphrase Kendra,
as an “obstacle to the barriers.” That is, clinical counseling is the work we need to get
out of the way first in order to get to the real learning: the skills. While this approach at
least acknowledges the place of emotional work within a literacy program, it risks
constructing counseling as another gateway for participants to pass through before really
being able to engage in literate practice.
If we shift to the lens of Discourse, we can see more readily how the whole
program works together. As I’ve argued above, viewing WFC holistically suggests it is
helping learners (further) acquire dominant Discourse, an important identity for accessing
social goods. However, we need to push further, as using the lens of Discourse leaves
some questions about learning and identity unresolved.
Repairing Identities, Building Bridges: The Challenge of Trauma
When I think of learning and identity, my thoughts go back to the two women I
describe at the beginning of this chapter. In the case of Iman, I began our conversation
with what I thought of as a relatively innocuous background question: “[T]ell me about

yourself. You know, who would you say that you are?” She responded to a question
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about identity with a description of the trauma she survived. Eventually, close to the end
of her response to my first question, she began talking about education, specifically, how
the pain and suffering she endured presented serious challenges to her ability to learn. In
many ways, my English 102 student did the reverse. Asked a question about literacy
learning, she responded with a narrative that disclosed one small, painful piece of the
trauma she’d endured as a child, and how her broader experience of trauma within her
family impacted her identity as a writer. What do we make of these responses, and of the
substantial number of writers who disclose difficult, if not traumatic, experiences in
literacy narratives and classrooms?
Literacy educators have often viewed the kinds of disclosures made by Iman and
the student I describe at the beginning of the chapter as “over-shares,” as people who
misjudge and inappropriately “dump their emotional stuff” on the teacher. As a veteran
educator phrased it in a session at a conference, students who disclose too much to their
teachers have an “audience problem”; that is, rhetorically, they misjudge to whom they
are talking and what might be necessary or useful to say to that audience. Until recently,
such disclosure has seemed a sure tactic to get an A on narrative writing on the one hand
(see Ann Ruggles Gere, “Revealing Silence”), or simply as students not acknowledging
and respecting the relative formality of the rhetorical situation and emotional distance
from the audience in another.
What my research and anecdotal experience demonstrates, however, is that some
students in the literacy classroom feel a compelling need to grapple with their traumatic
pasts within this learning context. Since many student writers, for instance, do not

engage in personal writing for themselves (in a journal, blog, or other personal
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writing space), their grappling with these issues may take place on the pages of assigned
writing in the literacy classroom. Thus, literacy educators need to be prepared to see and
appropriately accommodate the products of this grappling. I argue, then, that educators
shouldn’t dismiss students’ depictions of traumatic experiences as juvenile or overlyemotional cries for attention. Just as many survivors of trauma seek to integrate those
troubling experiences into their current experience of the world—particularly through
writing—literacy educators need to account for and integrate the possible sharing of these
experiences into their day-to-day vision of how their course will unfold.
The integrative literacy framework I propose goes beyond Gee’s formulation of
Discourse to offer an additional vision for the relationship between literacy, identity, and
trauma. Specifically, I believe that viewing literacy learning through the lens of
Discourse can provide educators with a conceptual framework for understanding why
they can expect some learners to disclose experiences of trauma in spaces and projects
where such disclosures aren’t called for or expected. But I take Gee’s approach further
by more robustly considering the relationships between literate identities, particularly
ones that may be in need of help or attention—“repair,” as Gee puts it. Thus, the
advantage of and need for the integrative model I advocate arises from the insight that
many view their traumatic pasts as central to their identities; thus, literacy educators must
anticipate the disclosure of traumatic experiences in the classroom, and need to build in
resources to support students struggling with these troubling emotional histories.
As suggested in chapter four, writers may have many different conscious or
unconscious rationales for disclosing troubling experiences in their past, particularly in

the literacy classroom. One potential justification is an apparently in-born desire to
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confess. James Pennebaker and Joshua Smyth argue, in Opening Up by Writing It Down,
“[p]eople seem to have an underlying urge to confess…when provided the right
opportunity to do so” (40). A personal writing prompt and a relatively approachable
teacher may constitute the “right opportunity” for some. Also, in many ways, researchbased and intuitive ideas about the impact one’s life “outside the classroom” can have on
learning promote such disclosures. Bruce Perry argues that “fear destroys the capacity to
learn,” even the kinds of fear responses that are generated outside the classroom, or as a
result of past traumatic responses being triggered in the classroom (23). Thus, when an
educator sees clues in the classroom that something troubling is happening or has
happened—such as when Ray Wolpow saw several burns on a student’s arm, for
example, or when a student appears “out of it” in the middle of a dissociative PTSD
reaction in the classroom—it is common practice for these educators to start a
conversation about the troubling evidence (Wolpow and Askov 50, 52). Sure, a genuine
concern for a student’s wellbeing is certainly reason enough to start such a difficult
conversation. But even educators reticent to delve into a student’s life outside the
classroom might reach out to the student because, as Perry and others have demonstrated,
such issues impact student learning, which is very much an issue of concern for all
teachers. When that student responds honestly, even with minimal details, that disclosure
becomes part of the classroom. In many ways, learners cannot but bring their lives and
experiences into the classroom. Thus, literacy instructors should anticipate and be
prepared for such disclosures within the classroom, even when the course content doesn’t
seem to overtly connect to such sensitive experiences.

In asking students to tell a story, they may disclose trauma because, for some,
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the traumatic experience is central to identity. That is, some begin the act of creating a
narrative for a part of their life and, perhaps even without considering it, they begin
sharing sensitive experiences. Perhaps this is the case with Iman, and it certainly seemed
to be the case with a recent English 101 (first semester First Year Writing) student.
When asked to write a paper of at least four pages about an experience that was critical to
his development as a reader and/or writer, he chose to write about how he began
journaling to process the negative emotions and experiences that seemed to consume his
thoughts. “I was struggling with loneliness,” he wrote, because his dad wasn’t in his life
and his mom worked far enough away that he sometimes went months without seeing
her. In this short, heartbreaking piece, he described his difficulty in school, the fact that
teachers and administrators judged him as “some no good dumb kid,” and his life in
poverty. When he sat down with me to talk about this paper—his first for the course—in
a one-on-one conference, he said, “I don’t really know why I wrote all that stuff. I started
writing, and this is what came out.” Of course, in First Year Writing courses, it isn’t all
that unusual that students will write and submit their very first draft without considering
what they just said. However, I think something more was going on with this student.
He wrote me a note within the online submission portal that suggested he was happy to
have written the paper. He said, “Kind of was a hard topic to write about, but enjoyed it
in a way!” In this comment, he both acknowledges the difficulty of the topic he chose
and recognizes what Pennebaker and Smyth and others have concluded—that writing
about emotionally challenging topics, and even sharing that writing with others, can be
gratifying and pleasurable. I believe that part of the enjoyment this student received from

writing came from being able to redefine his identity within a school setting. He was
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able to take those negative experiences and perceptions and recraft them into the identity
of a strong reader and writer.
In the emerging field of trauma studies, the idea that a traumatic experience
becomes important for one’s identity is known as “event centrality.” Jared Bernard and
colleagues define event centrality as “the extent to which an event is incorporated into
individual identity and thereby becomes central to one’s sense of self” (11). For Iman
and my English 101 student, it’s possible (likely in Iman’s case) that the traumatic events
they endured have high event centrality. Their narratives, at least, lead us to that
conclusion. For many writers, however, the traumatic event is not so central to their
identity that they must talk about it. One’s identity or sense of self before the trauma may
impact event centrality. In reviewing the literature around identity and trauma, Steven L.
Berman writes that survivors’ identities prior to traumatic events can help them recover
by helping them see such events as difficulties and challenges, but not as essentially
redefining who they are.
In some cases, of course, the traumatic event does become the central or defining
moment for one’s identity, and as yet, there’s no good research done to understand why
this happens, or how to predict whether or not the traumatic event will become central to
one’s identity (2). However, in such cases of high event centrality, survivors often suffer
higher rates of PTSD symptomology, but also relatively high rates of “adaptive
psychological functioning,” which help individuals cope with stressors and negative life
events (2). One of these adaptive processes is creating a coherent narrative of one’s
experience. So in cases where the traumatic experience becomes central to one’s

identity, such survivors frequently turn to written narrative to help them process and

213

articulate that coherent identity.
Many writers, intuitively or through other experiences, recognize that the creation
of written narratives can help develop a sense for their identities. Narrative has long been
part of emotional therapy, particularly in treating those who’ve survived traumatic events.
In describing one particularly effective narrative intervention with those fleeing war,
Frank Neuner and colleagues suggest that narrative treatments for this population may be
effective because trauma “distort[s]…explicit autobiographic memory,” which
contributes to “a fragmented narrative of the traumatic memories, which results in the
maintenance of PTSD symptoms” (Neuner et al 580). Thus, constructing a coherent,
unified narrative of memories may help ease the fragmented nature of one’s experience
and relieve suffering. Askov and Wolpow suggest that those suffering from the after
effects of trauma use writing to integrate their experiences into the larger context of
memory (55). Pennebaker and Smyth write that “translating […] a traumatic event into
written words […] may allow for the traumatic event to be better understood and
integrated into one’s understanding of ‘self’ and the world” (146). G. Wesley Houp
argues personal narrative literacy can be used to disclose traumatic events and “re-story”
them (retell and counter disempowering narratives about and within the trauma) as a
means of helping writers “reclaim identity” (702). Given the fact that some trauma
survivors may see the traumatic experience as central to their identity, the fact that they
have been encouraged by clinicians and others to journal or write about the traumatic
experience, the fact that traumatic experiences often interrupt and insert themselves into
normal thought patterns, combined with the occasion of the personal narrative prompt in

the literacy classroom and what Pennebaker and Smyth describe as an in-born desire
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for people to disclose, and, it’s little wonder that a significant number of student writers
share some part of their traumatic pasts.
When we take an approach, as Discourse does, that literacy is tied to and
constructs identity—then consider the possibility that past experiences of trauma may be
central to a given student’s identity—and we may be able to understand more clearly why
educators see heartbreaking disclosures as routine responses to narrative writing prompts.
Thankfully, when we take an integrative literacy approach that constructs the people in
our classroom more holistically in terms of their identity, educators will consider and
account for the fact that students bring with them histories and ways of being that fall
outside of the narratives we do or might tell about them.
Although his work doesn’t go far enough, Gee offers a tantalizing glimpse of this
version of literacy education. In What Video Games Have to Teach Us about Learning
and Literacy, Gee helps us visualize what this more holistic vision of identity in the
literacy classroom might look like. He writes, “All learners in a … classroom bring to
that room their real-world identities [and] each learner has multiple real-world identities”
(What Video Games 60). These real-world identities get “filtered” through those
relevant for learning in the literacy classroom, which may include a learner’s identity as a
school student, a writer, and a math learner. That is, learners negotiate which real-word
identities might be useful, relevant, or might connect in some meaningful way to those
being recruited within the classroom. Gee suggests that this process of negotiation
engages with one’s values and history, one’s vision of oneself, even likes (affinity) and
dislikes. Learners have to suss out or be explicitly told which identities are being created

within the classroom, and what the relevant practices for those identities might be in
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order to negotiate the connection between their real-world identities and those being
taught and learned.
Gee doesn’t present a model for how this negotiation happens, likely because it is
highly individualized and contextual. He is clear on one point, however: If students
“cannot or will not make bridges between one or more of their real-world identities and
the … identity at stake in the classroom—or if teachers or others destroy or don’t help
build such bridges—learning is imperiled” (61). That is, existing identities or elements
of identities need to be summoned up in the classroom to help form part of the emergent
identities being taught and learned. And if it is somehow impossible to construct
connections between the identity being created in the classroom and one or more that the
learner brought in with them, so to speak, learning isn’t likely to happen.
Pulling together Bruce Perry’s research that highlights the fear response in
traumatized learners and the above conversation regarding event centrality—the notion
that traumatic events are somehow essential components or elements of one’s identity—
it’s not difficult to see that many learners may struggle to see anything in their real-world
identity that can help them acquire a new identity in the classroom. Looking at
themselves, some may only see broken, incapable individuals, or people trying to pretend
on the outside that they are whole, focused, and productive, when inside they have fallen
apart. For some, the identities they have in the real-world are all dealing with and
predicated, in some significant way, upon a painful experience. Unless and until that
experience is addressed, the learner may see nothing useful in their real-world identity to
help them learn in the classroom.

For those who struggle to connect real-world identities with those being
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formed in the classroom—or for those whose relevant classroom identities (as a “school
science learner,” say) have been damaged in some way—Gee suggests that these
“identit[ies] need… to be repaired before any active, critical learning can occur” (What
Video Games 61). Given the current conversation, I agree with Gee: identity repair is
essential for effective learning, particularly literacy learning. Here’s where he loses me:
“[H]ow can such repair work be done? It is no easy matter….However, good repair work
is just a more intense version of good teaching and learning for all types of students”
(What Video Games 61, emphasis added). This “more intense version” involves three
things for Gee: “The learner must be enticed to try [;…] [t]he learner must be enticed to
put in lots of effort [;… and] [t]he learner must achieve some meaningful success when he
or she has expended this effort” (What Video Games 61-62, emphasis in original).
Trouble is, as Bruce Perry tells us, a learner on the fear-response continuum will appear
to not be trying, in spite of all enticements. If trying (or appearing to try) isn’t possible,
“lots of effort” would seem completely unrealistic. In short, more intense versions of the
same classroom work misses the point.
Instead, my research with the Women for Change program and my anecdotal
experience in the First Year Writing classroom points in the direction of explicit mental
health care to “repair” any damage to the real-world identities learners bring with them to
the classroom. This is one of the Women for Change program’s big strengths: emotional
work—clinical counseling conducted by trained professionals—was overtly part of the
curriculum.

As suggested in earlier chapters of this work, WFC staff members and
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designers likely wouldn’t say that they aimed to “repair” the identities of program
participants in order to make learning (particularly literacy learning) possible. But that’s
what they were trying to do. Recall chapter four. Here’s a representative point, made by
Kendra, the Life Skills instructor: “I think the MOST important goal for Women for
Change is just providing a supportive environment to really address those issues that are
really creating obstacles to the barriers. […] Sometimes, [clients say] ‘I’ve never really
felt like I was worth anything, so why should I achieve any goals?” As suggested by
Kendra’s statement, it’s important to address the underlying issues that stand in the way
of WFC’s women living the lives they want. However, as suggested earlier, it’s
important to recognize these emotional difficulties not as separate from but as inherently
tied to identity. One specific, “underlying” issue identified by Kendra here is selfesteem. But note how poor self-esteem is a real-world identity issue that permeates all
aspects of one’s potential literate identities. That is, we’re not just dealing with someone
who’s been told she’s a terrible writer all of her life (although that, sadly, may also be the
case). Rather, Kendra is describing someone whose overall approach and vision of the
world is skewed toward devaluing herself. In a literacy program such as WFC, it is
important to see this emotional difficulty as not a barrier in the way of learning but as an
element of identity that needs to be improved and supported within the larger literacy
learning process.
While Kendra gives us a hypothetical example, the data and experience of WFC
staff members support the centrality of this focus on repairing identities. Given the
staggering numbers of poor women who have histories of trauma—and given Madaline’s

claim (in chapter 4) that “probably 80 to 90 percent of our clients have histories of
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severe, you know, some sort of trauma if not severe trauma”—it is wise to be prepared to
do this emotional work. And with large numbers of college students also having been
exposed to potentially-traumatic events—one estimate by Read and colleagues suggests
that 66% of college students have had these experiences—it is high time for
postsecondary educational institutions to be more prepared for this identity repair work,
as well.
A Sketch: The Integrative Literacies Model
Thinking about “identities”—something Geeian Discourse predicates educators
do—allows us as teachers to conceptualize and more concretely articulate who our
learners need to be inside the classroom, and who they need to be prepared to be when
they leave it. But Gee’s vision of Discourse stops short of considering the ways that
emotional work can help repair and connect the identities vital for his vision of deep,
critical learning. Geeian Discourse gives us the lens to see the central role that learners’
multiple identities have in the classroom and learning new, challenging practices.
However, it doesn’t yet cogently conceptualize the impact these “damaged” identities
have on literacy learning, and it ignores the place narrative and clinical counseling might
have within learners’ negotiation of emergent and existing literate identities. This is why
I believe the integrative literacies model is an important distinction to draw from the
Geeian concept of Discourse.
To close out this chapter, I would like to briefly articulate some of the lessons I’ve
learned in my work with the Women for Change program by sketching out a vision for
what the integrative literacies model might look like. I intend this very much to be an

outline, in part because I hope to make it broad enough to be applicable to a variety of
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literacy programs—ABE, First-Year Writing, and secondary education, for example. It is
my hope that the discussion throughout this work has provided ample evidence for why
this approach may be valuable, and has given some sense for what specific programmatic
elements might look like.
For starters, the integrative model gives us permission—if not a mandate—to
make the identities students have beyond the classroom part of our concern within it.
Sure, many students have lives relatively free from adverse or potentially-traumatic
experiences. Others may be suffering, but can adequately cope on their own or
compartmentalize—that is, they operate with much lower event centrality than others.
However, if the goal of education is to create new identities that somehow build upon and
connect to existing ones—and perhaps one of those more important or central identities is
damaged—educators will fail until one (or more) of the learner’s identities are
“repaired,” to use Gee’s term. I prefer the term “support,” in reference to Kendra’s and
other WFC staff members’ desire for program participants to feel supported or to get
support. Inspired by the vision articulated by WFC staff members, integrative literacies
programs aim to support the fragmented and “damaged” identities of those suffering from
the after effects of trauma. Like a cast supports a shattered or broken bone, an integrative
literacies program includes explicit counseling components, either through group or
individual sessions, that serve to support those with identities that have been dislocated,
fractured, or damaged.
How clinical counseling is integrated into the program could vary. It’s worth
recalling that some of WFC’s participants resisted one-on-one counseling, but most were

open to and appreciative of group counseling sessions (what WFC staff members
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called “Rap Group”). I mention that here to drive home a point: Different support
modalities can be just as effective, if not more so, than the one-on-one counseling that
WFC required. Regardless of the modalities or methods used, the main point is to
recognize throughout the program that the kind of learning expected involves developing
new identities—new ways of considering who you are, new ways of thinking and being
in the world. This kind of identity work needs support. This doesn’t mean that all
learners are mandated to attend counseling sessions necessarily. But it does mean that
instructors and professional counseling staff will work together to deliberately implement
specific lessons, activities, and practices that support the kinds of coping strategies and
identity work needed in the literacy classroom.
Further, as part of the emotional work described above, learners will work to
overtly connect and integrate their existing identities with those being developed in the
classroom. For some, this work may be relatively free of negative emotions or conflict of
identities. But for those from non-dominant Discursive backgrounds, learning and
connecting to another Discourse—particularly dominant Discourse—may present some
complicated emotional conflict. Among other researchers, Stacy Olitsky writes about the
struggles Black high school students may have in acquiring academically-successful
identities in the midst of a predominantly White school that seems to constantly draw
Discursive boundaries around who “belongs” and who does not (983). Clearly, the
students’ acquisition of the variety of Discourse privileged at City Magnet High causes
some tension, which the informant students cope with by producing counter-narratives
that construct themselves as reasonable and as belonging at City Magnet, even if some of

their “superficial features” of behavior don’t always match Discursive expectations.
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This coping strategy and those used by other students are encouraging, but if students
don’t have or cannot develop strategies to cope with the tensions that go along with
learning dominant Discourse in an environment like Olitsky’s City Magnet, my fear is
they drop out, having confirmed that they “don’t belong.” Using an integrative literacies
model would help at City Magnet, because it could acknowledge the tensions and
emotional issues that come with the territory of learning a new Discourse. Educators and
counselors could work together to identify students who seemed to be having trouble and
explicitly teach coping strategies to help them persist.
Finally, the sketch I would draw of the integrative literacies model suggested by
this research includes a more overt and robust sense for shared classroom goals. More
specifically, one of the ways the integrative model is distinctive relates to how educators
integrate trauma-informed practices around academic goal setting within the curriculum
design. As suggested in chapters three and four, participant and staff goals in the Women
for Change program didn’t often align. The two notable conflicts involved the contested
importance of GED exam preparation and the relevance of the program’s emotional
goals. As noted throughout this work, participants critiqued these conflicts in many
ways—by missing counseling sessions, making snarky comments, or even by directly
pleading to work on GED test prep, as Lupe does in chapter three. While a literacy
learning curriculum doesn’t have to be wholly determined by learners, many students
respond to an acknowledgement of their goals. As I also discuss in chapter three, Russel
Durst argues for a curricular middle path between the cultural critique favored by the
First Year Writing Program and the more careerist focus articulated by students. This

approach, which Durst dubs, “reflective instrumentalism,” aims to maintain
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“intellectual rigor … without rejecting the pragmatism of … students” (178). This is
vital as it can help get some students invested in the goals of the program while also
honoring educators’ professional knowledge.
Shared goals can also be an important part of helping those who’ve survived
trauma reclaim some sense of empowerment and control. Jenny Horsman writes that
control is a complicated thing for those who have survived trauma. “Trauma entails,” she
writes, “being controlled by others and being out of your own control” (“But I’m Not”
10). And yet, simply handing over control to a traumatized learner may be setting her up
to fail. Horsman argues that support is essential for learners to regain control of their
lives, and support with goal setting can be one of the practices vital to this process.
Learners need “[a] combination of boundaries, structure and freedom … to exercise some
control (11). In any event, a structured approach to academic goal setting, integrated
with mental health support practices, can help us follow what Wolpow and Askov tell us
is “the guiding principle” for working with potentially traumatized learners: “always
empower—never disempower” (53). Helping learners see how they can take some bit of
control of their lives, how they can be empowered in the classroom, is a goal I think all
educators can agree on.
Conclusion
In many ways, those who were part of the Women for Change program during its
brief lifespan were on the cutting edge. They recognized, as many programs still have
not, that literacy programs that neither acknowledge the emotional component to literacy
development nor are prepared to handle the emotions of learners as they relate to the

literacy learning process are hamstrung in terms of their capacity to help those
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individuals reach their goals, and in terms of meeting their own programmatic goals. In
recognition of this fact, they brought together literacy educators and clinical counselors
into one programmatic and curricular space. On staff were a number of trained clinical
counselors, and emotional counseling was an integral part of the program. And yet in
WFC—like many other literacy programs—the literacy and emotional pieces were
conceived of separately, or rather in a fragmented way: What happened in the literacy
classroom was separate and distinct from the emotional work done in the support groups
and counseling sessions. While at the cutting edge, the Women for Change program
needed to go one step further toward the integration of the emotional and literate program
components using the concept of identity.
I hope that the work I’ve presented here makes a compelling case for the use of
Discursive identity as a theoretical framework to integrate the emotional and literate work
required to meet learner and curricular goals. I hope, also, that I’ve done the brave
participants, the intrepid staff members, and the trail-blazing funding manager justice.
And I also hope this work helps to answer the question posed in one of Jenny Horsham’s
articles. In this article, Horsham laments the struggles she and her learners face when ‘all
that stuff outside the classroom’ gets ‘in the way’ of learning. She writes, “The impact of
violence is traditionally seen as separate from education [….] As a result, though many
literacy workers hear repeated accounts from students of current or past violence, there
are few venues to talk about these issues and how best to respond” (“‘But is it’” 131). It
is my hope that the integrative model I suggest here is one way to respond. Thus, when
Horsham asks in the title of her piece “But Is It Education?”, wondering whether

emotional and identity work is relevant in the literacy classroom, I hope we can now
answer, Yes: anticipating and accounting for the emotional needs of our learners is
literacy education.
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