
“Your Jenny Horsman is speaking at a literacy

conference in Edmonton. You should go.”

My Jenny Horsman? Me go to a literacy

conference?  It was this off-hand comment that

launched me on the road to connecting with other

folk around the world concerned with literacy

practices, reflection and research.   

M o n ths earlier I had come across an article by Jenny

on the NALD site decrying “but I’m not a th e ra p i st ! ”

The wo rds immediate ly re s o n a ted with me. I fa c i l i t a te

an inte rge n e rational lite racy pro gram in th e

community centre of a gove rnment funded housing

n e i g h b o u rhood in Fre d e ri c ton, NB. I e-mailed Jenny my

comments and she gra c i o u s ly replied. Here was a

chance to speak with her further and to meet oth e rs in

the field. But, and a big ‘but’ it was, what did I know

about re s e a rch in practice?  Screwing my coura ge “to

the st i cking place” I applied and, lo and behold, I wa s

n ot only accepted, but re c e i ved some funds to atte n d !

Still thinking I was ve n t u ring fo rth under fa l s e

p retences I neve rtheless went blith e ly off to Edmonto n

to part i c i p a te in Bearing Blossoms…Sowing Seeds. A

G a th e ring about Lite racy Re s e a rch in Practice, 2001.

I did present a small piece in a wo rkshop about my

“living contradiction” – seeing the value of lite racy as a

tool but not knowing how to communicate that va l u e

to Learn e rs and Fu n d e rs. Mary No rton and Sharo n

S k a ge we re most helpful with my qu e ries in this are a .

Jane Mace’s wo rkshop began to demystify some of th e

qu e stions I had concerning what const i t u ted re s e a rch .

“Writing up or writing down?” and “being a cre a t i ve

w ri ter” are phrases that st i ck with me from her session.

I appre c i a ted the Kiva, that circle meeting place where

all voices we re heard. I came away with confirm a t i o n

that our wo rk has to have a holistic appro a ch. I met a

h o st of oth e rs – academics, funders, pra c t i t i o n e rs – all

as impassioned about lite racy as me. I was astounded at

spending four days with people who would talk as

long, as fa st and as much as I did. I came home

re ch a rged with a we a l th of info rmation as well as new

a u th o rs to inve st i ga te, new ideas to ponder, new

a p p ro a ches to try, new friends to enjoy.

The next ye a r, to my amazement, th e re wa s

a n other ga th e ring, Po rt raits of Lite ra c y, being planned

– in Va n c o u ver! I had been invo lved in a small way

w i th an action re s e a rch project with Dr. Pam Whitty

and Dr. Pam Nason at The Un i ve rsity of New

B ru n s w i ck. Pam Whitty sugge sted that we attend and

p resent a paper about the wo rk. She, Cheryl Brow n

and I (both Cheryl and I wo rk with The Saint John

L e a rning Exch a n ge) fa c i l i t a ted an inqu i ry gro u p

about developing part n e rships and policy to sust a i n

i n te rge n e rational and fa m i ly lite racy pro grams. The

p a p e r, to my delight, was later published in E n gl i s h

Q u a rte rly. In Va n c o u ver I had the opportunity to

re n ew friendships and fo rge new ones. I listened, I

l e a rned, I peeled back more laye rs of lite racy pra c t i c e .

I took delight in “welcoming the wild” and the “not

l i te racy” pedagogy as Elsa Au e r b a ch phrased th e

wo rk. I began to feel that perhaps I did have

s o m ething to contri b u te. 

When the announcement appeared that there

would be yet a third gathering, I didn’t hesitate a

minute. I applied (love those Aeroplan points) to go

to Newfoundland. This time I would volunteer to be a

rapporteur (whatever that meant.). I felt that because I

expect learners in the programs I facilitate to stretch

and to venture outside their comfort zone, I must as

well. Being a rapporteur would compel me to grow.

Besides, I wanted to put something back – I had

gained so much from attending the two previous

Gatherings. So this time, off to the Rock I went for

Research in Practice in Adult Literacy. Participating in

Marina Niks’ session on Getting Started in Research in

Practice gave me the confidence to realize that I was

doing/could do research.  We focused on what is

research? who does it? and how? I found the whole

tone of this third gathering very practical and the

sessions that I attended very applicable.
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The ch a l l e n ge of being a ra p p o rteur fo rced me to

d e lve deeper for understanding, to listen ve ry atte n t i ve ly

and to art i c u l a te points most care f u l ly so that oth e rs

could see what I saw. I was const a n t ly surp rised at th e

e n e rg y, enthusiasm and creativity of the people

a t tending. I found myself continuously jotting dow n

ideas, things to try and phrases I found meaningful. 

I was asked to say a few wo rds at the closing. Gre a t

S c ot – since Edmonton, I had gone from feeling like an

i n te rloper to helping fa c i l i t a te an inqu i ry group to

being a ra p p o rteur to speaking. Wow. My journ ey to

that point was not unlike learn e rs in lite racy pro gra m s

who travel from a place of hesitantly eager to belong to

one of realizing and raising their voices. I went home

m o re dete rmined than ever to do re s e a rch in practice. 

I am not so naïve as to be unaware of the

undercurrents, the politics and the tensions occurring

in the field. We all seem to soldier on, underfunded

and undervalued. No one seems to have enough time

to do everything. Our tasks range from making the

muffins for the program to writing up proposals and

lobbying policy-makers and everything in between.

All this and do the research as well?! The task is

HUGE. But what unites us all and must encourage us

all – learner, researcher, funder, practitioner – is the

passionate belief that what we do counts. We all are

challenging injustice and helping people get on with

following their dreams. 

A ny thing that one person can do alone is

n ot wo rth doing when yo u’re dealing

w i th social problems. If a problem is th a t

small, then the goal is too limited….If a

goal isn’t something ve ry difficult, all

that people will learn to do is tackle lit-

tle problems. (Horto n )
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