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In this article we describe the support and

e n thusiasm that have moved re s e a rch in pra c t i c e

f o rwa rd in this province during the past fi ve

ye a rs. We also look at how changing social policy in

BC is affecting learning, te a ching and capacity fo r

re s e a rch. Since 1998, pra c t i t i o n e rs in BC have been

able to take adva n t a ge of seve ral initiatives to

e n c o u ra ge and support practitioner re s e a rch. Au d rey

Thomas of the BC Minist ry of Ad vanced Education

took a leadership role in this endeavo u r. The BC Ad u l t

L i te racy Cost - S h a red Pro gram funds positions fo r

“ re s e a rch friends” who provide one-to-one assistance to

p ra c t i t i o n e rs developing and undertaking re s e a rch

p rojects and connecting with re s e a rch lite ra t u re .

Re s e a rch friends also give presentations at meet i n g s

and confe rences to spread the wo rd about re s e a rch in

p ractice opportunities in BC. Biannual group tra i n i n g

wo rkshops in Va n c o u ver provide pra c t i t i o n e rs with

o p p o rtunities to learn about re s e a rch meth o d o l o g i e s

and share and inte ract with peers. These two - d ay

wo rkshops, attended by 12 to 15 pra c t i t i o n e rs, have

been enth u s i a st i c a l ly re c e i ved. A new option being

d eveloped is to take the wo rkshop to diffe re n t

communities. The Hub, BC’s electronic lite ra c y

n et wo rk, includes a “Re s e a rch” confe rence. The Hub is

a part n e rship of Lite racy BC and Capilano College ,

funded by the BC Adult Lite racy Cost - S h a red Pro gra m .

It provides an on-line fo rum to discuss va rious to p i c s

and exch a n ge info rmation about re s o u rces and eve n t s .

These initiatives have helped to support a dive rsity of

re s e a rch in BC, including seve ral collabora t i ve pro j e c t s

among groups of lite racy pra c t i t i o n e rs and learn e rs

f rom diffe rent parts of the prov i n c e .

In 2002 a group of lite racy re s e a rch e rs planned

and fa c i l i t a ted the Adult Lite racy Re s e a rch in Pra c t i c e

P re - C o n fe rence held at the Un i ve rsity of Bri t i s h

Columbia. The pre - c o n fe rence supported lite ra c y

p ra c t i t i o n e rs bringing their unique pers p e c t i ves to a

m a i n st ream academic confe rence Po rt raits of Lite ra c y:

C ritical Issues in Fa m i ly, School and Community

L i te ra c y. Over 50 lite racy pra c t i t i o n e rs from Canada,

the USA and Great Britain part i c i p a ted in the pre -

c o n fe rence. Fo l l owing this event, the planning gro u p

and oth e rs ex p l o red inte re st in a re s e a rch in pra c t i c e

n et wo rk in BC. The group re c e i ved st ro n g

e n c o u ra gement from lite racy pra c t i t i o n e rs, who

wa n ted to part i c i p a te and be info rmed of new

re s e a rch events and opportunities. 
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Recently, a new network was formed: RiPAL-BC

(Research in Practice in Adult Literacy). The network

will encourage and support research in practice

within the BC adult literacy field and connect with

n et wo rks and initiatives across the country. For

example, RiPAL-BC is currently collaborating with

colleagues in other provinces to develop a national

research in practice web site (www.nald.ca/ripal/). 

One of the goals of RiPAL-BC is to inform

adult literacy policy development by

documenting issues that arise in literacy

practice. Policy issues are on the minds of

many people in BC these days because social

policy in this province is changing. Government

cutbacks and policy changes are having a

profound effect on literacy and Adult Basic

Education program delivery, access and

participation. Changes to legislation are

affecting the educational opportunities of

people on social assistance. For example,

single parents are now considered

employable when the youngest child turns

three (the age used to be seven). Institutional

Based Training, which provided colleges and

institutes with funds to support students on

social assistance, has been eliminated. A five-year

policy of tuition-free Adult Basic Education is now

being reviewed. These are just a few of the policy

adjustments affecting access to education and

training, especially for people on low incomes. 

Describing the current environment, practitioners

talk about students coming to school hungry and

missing classes or showing up late because they need

to find work, don’t have childcare, and are spending

time negotiating an overwhelmed bureaucracy. In one

practitioner’s words:

You have to see your social worker to get

anything. One student had to deal with

three: “children and families”, a welfare

worker, and an educational worker. The

worker from “children and families” told

him to stay home with his kids, the wel-

fare worker to get a job, and the educa-

tional worker to stay at school. 

The impact of this changing social landscape on

students’ lives, on their opportunities for learning,

and their ability to learn, is being tracked. For

example, the Friends of Women & Children in BC, a

group of feminist scholars from post-secondary

institutions across the province, is tracking the effects

of cuts to social programs on women and children.

(See their “report cards” at http://www.wmst.ubc.ca.)

What of the impact on practitioners and their

teaching? And what do these changes mean for

further development of research in practice in BC?

Will it move to the back burner because more urgent

and compelling needs demand attention and drain

time, energy and the capacity for research?

One of the principles of re s e a rch in practice is th a t

p ractitioner re s e a rch e rs need the support of time and

m o n ey to do re s e a rch. Quigl ey and No rton (2001 )

identify time as the most commonly named ch a l l e n ge

for re s e a rch e rs in practice. They point to underly i n g

issues in the field which affect pra c t i t i o n e rs’ time,

s u ch as emp l oyment instability and wo m e n’s

responsibilities for ch i l d ren and families in

addition to paid wo rk, since most lite ra c y

p ra c t i t i o n e rs are women. A recent re p o rt

of a collabora t i ve re s e a rch project in

BC, Dancing in the Dark, also

identified time as a significant

ch a l l e n ge in re s e a rch (Niks et al

2003). It may be that the uncert a i n t y,

st ress and confusion of the curre n t

social env i ronment are additional fa c to rs

a ffecting not only the time, but th e

e n e rgy needed for practitioner re s e a rch. 

A group of literacy practitioners who

are currently studying what makes an

effective literacy instructor are finding

that the environment in their programs

has an impact on their research. The

new demands on their time and energy

mean they are not always able to meet their own high

standards of effective instruction and this in turn

affects their ability to focus on research.  

In times like these, inevitable qu e stions arise about

the imp o rtance and the capacity for re s e a rch: Is th e re

a ny value to doing re s e a rch when lite racy is so

u n d e rfunded? Is re s e a rch in practice a frill? One answe r

comes from the voices of pra c t i t i o n e rs who descri b e

their fru st ration with the system and the ch a l l e n ges of

p ro gram funding, but who also re flect on how th e i r

p a rticipation in re s e a rch energizes them and gives th e m

a space to talk to oth e rs about the issues th ey and th e i r

students face. In the wo rds of one longtime lite ra c y

p ractitioner in BC: “We have a sto ry to tell … In some

ways, re s e a rch is even more imp o rtant now.”  
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