


Illiteracy begins at home, study finds

MONASH PhD student in education

has established a link between adult
illiteracy and disruption of family life
during childhood.

The research, by Mt Scopus College
language teacher Ms Gina Sabto, effec-
tively shifts the blame for illiteracy from
defective teaching or learning to emo-
tional disturbance. It could therefore lead
to significant changes in the way teachers
and administrators handle the problem.

It has been estimated that half a million
people in Australia are functionally il-
literate and that the problem is worse in
country areas than in the cities. These
figures include about one in four of those
who did not go on to secondary educa-
tion.

Sabto’s interest in illiteracy was
stimulated by reading the works of
Brazilian educator Paolo Freire, who
recognised a connection between literacy
and political power.

‘“‘Language is like an education for
being. People use language to com-
municate intentions and as a framework
for thought. So manipulation of language
is very important for control over one’s
own life,”’ she said.

Her thesis attempts to answer three
questions: why are people illiterate?, how
do they cope with everyday life?, and
what impact does attainment of literacy
have on them?

She interviewed and obtained bio-
graphical data on 17 students from the
adult literacy classes of the Council for
Adult Education. To illustrate and
amplify her thesis she constructed six
detailed case histories from these data of
which four appear in her thesis.

Sabto’s initial approach was to explore
and test the existing influential sets of
ideas about illiteracy. In addition to
Freire’s theory that literacy enables
people to realise their aspirations, she
looked at the views of Habermas, that a
good grasp of language is a liberating tool
since it allows a person to defend himself
or herself against domination and
exploitation by others.

Neither of these theories seemed to
have much to say about the cause of il-
literacy. So she then turned to the ideas of
Don Swift, who believes that illiteracy oc-
curs when the goals of the family and
those of the education system are at odds
with each other.

But Sabto quickly realised that while
Swift’s conditions of “‘cultural clash’’ un-
doubtedly existed in the case of many of
her subjects, his theory could not explain
why they, and not their siblings, failed to
tearn to read or write.

Thrown back on her own resources she
began to look for a common thread in the
backgrounds of those who were illiterate.
What she found was that, in almost every
case, there had been significant family
disruption at the time when they were
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learning to read and write — in some
cases, the parents had divorced, in others,
one or both parents had died, in another,
a parent had deserted, and yet another,
the father beat the children.

“The overwhelmingly important factor
was that they felt they had lost someone
important in their lives, and that loss af-
fected their entire view of the world in-
cluding schoolwork and literacy.”’

Sabto found that a psychosocial
approach to the case studies permitted her
to answer the questions that educational
philosophy could not. This approach con-
centrates on the personal, the intimate
and the individual in human life.

In Sabto’s work, the material that
proved to be most relevant was the sub-
jects’ memories and perceptions of their
childhood relationships with their
parents.

At this point she began looking at
psychological theories of mourning, par-
ticularly the ideas of Melanie Klein, that
mourning is a process of loss and anger.
This process is completed only when the
anger at being abandoned by the *‘lost’’
parent finally is expressed, commonly
towards another autbority figure.

Before this happens, the child is
thwarted in his or her ability to express
anger openly, by the fear that he or she
might incur further loss by doing so.
Unable to express anger towards the
teacher at school, the child subverts the
teacher’s work by rejecting learning
altogether.

From then on typically Sabto’s subjects
would drop out of further education,
learning to cope with the stigma of illi-
teracy by developing techniques to hide or
disguise it. But the price they paid was ter-

rible: shame, depression, menial jobs and
a lack of independence.

The only way out of this vicious cycle
comes with the open expression of anger.
Indeed, Sabto found that those who
returned to literacy did so after an angry
resolution to a crisis. And this crisis often
was provoked by the unfairness of their
job situations, a pay rise or position
change withheld.

““When they did express their anger —
against their boss or workmates — they
became liberated from their own view of
themselves as victims, taking respon-
sibility to ‘repair’ their lives. This ts most
often expressed in a search for the literacy
they had once lost and it marked their
reintegration into the outside world
signalling the end of the mourning
process.’’ -

Commenting on Sabto’s results, one oi
her supervisors, Dr Alan Rice of Educa-
tion said: “These findings suggest exciting
new directions for educational research.
For instance, it is now worth knowing the
incidence across the family of illiteracy
due to social trauma and whether families
from specific groups are more vulnerable.

‘“The practical implications are equally
significant. Teachers responsible for
literacy may find that focusing on par-
ticular skills is far less productive than at-
tending directly to the emotional well-
being of their students.

““‘Similarly, administrators responsible
for anticipating educational problems,
and for lobbying for resources to deal
with them may find it useful to think of i}-
literacy rates as fluctuating with the in-
cidence of family crisis, which may be tied
to broader social and economic forces.
An economic recession, for example, may
increase stress in families and reduce=,
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literacy levels.” v

® Gina Sabto of Education in the Mt Scopus Colfege library.
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