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Understanding the Social Context of Women’s Literacy Programs 

The prevailing theories surrounding women’s literacy programs from the 1950s until the 

mid-1980s tended to favor a very traditional view of women and their role in society and in the 

family.  Indeed, the themes about women’s literacy that emerged from worldwide literacy and 

adult education conferences were “based on the need to improve family health, well-being, [and] 

educational access” (Gomez, 2005, p. 33).  However, during the mid-1970s and into the 1980s 

there began to emerge a more holistic approach to women’s literacy programs that has continued 

through to the present day.  This paper will follow that idea through various researchers’ efforts 

to show a broader view of literacy in terms of the social context of learning and even the 

beginning of transformative learning that results from this approach to women’s literacy 

programs. 

(Note: Because the majority of adult participants in family literacy programs are women, 

there has been what Prins, Toso, and Schafft (2009) call the “feminization of family literacy 

programs” (p. 339).  Therefore, family literacy programs are considered to be analogous with 

women’s literacy programs for the purpose of this paper.) 

Broader View of Literacy 

Literacy as More Than Reading 

As early as 1975, literacy was being talked about as more than just the technical 

acquisition of the skills necessary to read the printed word (Gomez, 2005).  In her reflections on 

the major issues of women’s literacy, Gomez (2005) talks about the emergence of a “more 

complex perspective [that] stresses the need to incorporate… the cultural and subjective context 

where people are immersed in and interact with each other” (p. 34).  Today, many literacy 

programs incorporate adult basic education and vocational training as well as parent education 
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and even early childhood education (Prins, et al., 2009).  The Mercy Learning Center in 

Bridgeport, Connecticut has provided literacy programs for women since 1987, and from the 

start, their mission has been to provide “basic literacy skills training using a holistic approach” 

which Betsy Bowen (2006), a teacher at the Center, further defines as one that takes into 

consideration “both the individual and the situation in which she lives” (p. 62). 

Prins et al. (2009) discuss additional social dimensions that “underscore the multifaceted 

role [literacy] programs play in women’s lives” (p. 342), including social contact and support, 

relationships with the teachers, opportunities for self-discovery, as well as simply a reason to be 

out of the house.  With this broader definition of these programs, Gomez (2005) believes literacy 

stops being simply a tool to learn to read and becomes instead “a tool for the process of 

‘Learning to Be’” (p. 35). 

Women’s Role as Mother 

While a broader definition of women’s literacy programs is widely accepted now, there is 

still a strong thread of the role of the mother embedded in these programs since the majority of 

women enrolled in such classes are mothers.  Prins and Toso (2008) cite a number of researchers 

working between 1996 and 2005 who support the notion that the “ideal mother [is] one who is 

immersed in supporting her children’s education” (p. 563).  A study published in 2008 of the 

effectiveness of the Even Start Family Literacy Program – which is an example of a more 

broadly defined literacy program incorporating early childhood education, parenting education, 

parent-child literacy activities, and adult education – gave credence to the importance of the 

mother’s role in her children’s education.  The study found that a “mother’s education is not only 

positively related to all measures of emergent English literacy; it is also significantly and 

positively related to child social competence” (U.S. Department of Education, 2008, p. H-2). 
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Women enrolled in adult and family literacy programs often cited their children as a 

reason they enrolled in the program.  While many women considered it being a “good mother” 

when they “set aside their own needs and desires in the interest of meeting their children’s 

‘insatiable’ needs” (Chodorow & Contratto, 1982, p. 70, as cited in Luttrell, 1996, p. 352), they 

came to see themselves as “less than ‘good’ mothers because they had not finished high school” 

(Luttrell, 1996, p. 355).  Research conducted by Horsman (1989) and Luttrell (1996) both 

yielded comments from participants who wanted to be role models for their children and to show 

them the importance of knowing how to read.  This, however, is what one women’s literacy 

practitioner calls “a danger that family literacy programs frequently face:  defining a woman’s 

literacy as being in service of her family’s literacy” (Bowen, 2006, p. 61-62). 

Social Context of Literacy Programs 

Social Constructivism 

“If… educators define family literacy more broadly to include a range of activities and 

practices that are integrated into the fabric of daily life, the social context becomes a rich 

resource that can inform… learning” (Auerbach, 1989, p. 166).  Auerbach’s advice fits into the 

social constructivist view that knowledge is “constructed when individuals engage socially in 

talk and activity about shared problems or tasks” (Driver, Asoko, Leach, Mortimer, & Scott, 

1994, p. 7, as cited in Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007, p. 291).  Auerbach (1989) 

states that literacy curriculum should flow “from the community to the classroom” (p. 176) 

rather than the other way around in order for literacy to become a tool to address more than just 

the students’ need to read.  More recently, Stromquist (1990) echoes the social constructivist 

view that learning must be dialogical and that “women need to learn literacy in the context of 

real-life applications” (p. 108). 
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Sense of Community 

Prins et al. (2009) found that educators in the family literacy programs they studied 

understood the value of “developing a sense of community” (p. 340).  When asked about what 

factors they felt contributed to their students’ persistence in family literacy programs, educators 

frequently cited “the ways adult learners help each other with personal problems, [the] 

camaraderie among learners” (Prins et al., 2009, p. 339) as being very important.  Mercy 

Learning Center recognized the importance of fostering a “compassionate, supportive 

community” (Bowen, 2006, p. 57) and even included those words in their stated mission. 

Other educators took the idea of community one step further, promoting a feeling of 

family among their students.  Luttrell (1996) found in her critique of women’s literacy activities 

that instructors often agreed with the notion of promoting a feeling of family as being a positive 

experience for their students.  The notion of a feeling of family was prominent in many 

interviews with women participants in literacy programs (Horsman, 1989; Luttrell, 1996; Prins et 

al., 2009).   

Social Interaction 

One of the most common themes in the literature about women’s literacy programs over 

the last 25 years is the importance of the social interaction found in these programs.  At the most 

basic level, literacy programs provide an opportunity for women to interact with other women 

outside of the home.  Horsman (1989) talked about this in her dissertation when she interviewed 

“Mary” who did not know how she would use her literacy training, but she was happy to have 

“something that involved getting out and meeting people” (p. 371).  Prins et al. (2009) found 

similar feelings among the women in four out of the six programs they studied.  One young 
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woman described it quite simply as, “I think it feels good leaving the house” (Prins et al., 2009, 

p. 343).   

Taken to the extreme case, another of the participants in the study associated staying at 

home with being a “nonperson” (Prins et al., 2009, p. 342).  This woman was not the only one in 

these studies who could be considered to be at the very beginning of her journey toward knowing 

in what Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1997) refer to as being in a position of 

silence “representing an extreme denial of self” (p. 24).  When talking about how she felt before 

she began participating in the literacy programs at Mercy Learning Center compared to how she 

feels now as an active participant, one woman said “I didn’t even know I had a voice.  Now I 

know I do, and I’m important” (Mercy Learning Center, (no date), as cited in Bowen, 2006, p. 

65). 

The breadth of findings on this social aspect of the literacy programs over the last quarter 

century has led researchers to call for educators to embrace the social nature and use it as an 

advantage rather than as a detractor from the learning.  In the 1980s, Fingeret and Auerbach both 

recognized that this social aspect was often ignored.   While Auerbach (1989) lamented the 

social context being considered “an inherently negative factor that ultimately undermines the 

possibilities for learning” (p. 175), she agreed with Fingeret’s (1983) notion that “we must 

explore program and instructional designs that incorporate an appreciation of networks as 

sources of strength rather than interference” (p. 144).  Unfortunately, as recently as 2009, Prins 

and her colleagues were still calling for educators to “recognize participants’ multiple social 

purposes for participation instead of viewing socializing as a distraction from learning” (Prins et 

al., 2009, p. 349). 
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This form of socializing – talking about day-to-day issues and problems – is what 

Belenky et al. (1997) call “sharing small truths” (p. 116), a type of conversation women have had 

all their lives.  Prins et al. (2009) call it “informal counseling” (p. 336) and found that it was not 

just the women students who participated.  Since many of the staff of the literacy programs were 

also women, the students often identified them as an “important source of emotional support.  

[T]hey described teachers as encouraging, caring, open minded, understanding, and 

nonjudgmental” (Prins et al., 2009, p. 345).  In one instance, a young, single mother said she was 

“most apt to listen to [her teacher’s advice] because she was also a single mother and gave 

advice based on personal experience instead of ‘book answer[s]’”(Prins et al., 2009, p. 345).    

Subjective Knowing 

Commonsense 

The emotional support provided by the female literacy educators follows the notion of 

what Belenky et al. (1997), call “an important step on the route to subjective knowing” (p. 60).  

By sharing reactions and solutions, whether about child-rearing, domestic problems… by 

being given the opportunity to talk things over with a sympathetic, nonjudgmental person 

with similar experiences, a woman can begin to hear that maybe she is not such an 

incompetent… She has experience that may be valuable to others…” (Belenky et al., 

1997, pp 60-61) 

As mentioned in the discussion about women’s role as mother, many of the participants admitted 

that they were seeking literacy education as a way to be a better mother and help their children 

do better in school.  It is interesting to note that while many of the women in the studies included 

in this paper valued this emotional support and experience in their teachers, they did not 

recognize what they did every day – their “caretaking practice and knowledge, what they called 
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‘motherwise’ or ‘common sense’” (Luttrell, 1996, p. 355) – as being enough support for their 

children’s education.  In an earlier study of working-class women and their experiences with and 

perceptions of education, Luttrell (1989) had already uncovered this notion of commonsense as 

how working-class women identified themselves as different from professionals.  In that study, 

commonsense was defined as “real intelligence… that flourished outside of school” (Luttrell, 

1989, p. 37).  It was described as “intuitive and stemming from feelings and most often focused 

on the common sense that it takes to raise children” (Luttrell, 1989, p. 40). 

Subjectivist Journey 

Another reason often cited for participating in literacy education expresses what Belenky 

et al. (1997) call “the quest for self” (p. 76).  While not taking it to the extreme of completely 

walking away from family obligations, these women often cited selfish reasons for seeking out 

literacy programs.  Oftentimes, the reason for wanting to improve themselves had the secondary 

benefit of helping the women be in a better position to help their children, but these women were 

putting themselves first when asked why they were involved in the programs.  In her research, 

Horsman (1989) discovered “a complicated interrelationship for some of the women between 

participating in education to improve themselves and thereby helping their children” (p. 372).  

Also writing in the 1980s, Luttrell (1989) reiterated her advice from previous research that 

literacy programs must recognize this dual approach and present the learning “not only as an 

individual self-development process but as one that is rooted in family and community 

relationships” (p. 34).  Almost two decades later, women are still quick to add their children as a 

complementary reason for pursuing their education.  As Tasha, a GED student at Mercy 

Learning Center states, getting her GED “is one of the most important things in my life.  I need it 

to better myself.  I need it for myself and my children” (Bowen, 2006, p. 64).   
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Belenky et al. (1997) found that most of the women they interviewed for their work were 

experiencing a wide range of emotions as they made the move into subjective knowing, but a 

common thread among them was their “stubborn determination” (p. 76) to make the change.  

This is the same for Tasha, the GED student, who, when asked about her decision to pursue her 

literacy training said, “This is what brought me to the steps of Mercy Learning Center.  

Determination and commitment to myself and then for my three children” (Bowen, 2006, p. 67). 

Other women in the studies reviewed for this paper were further along on their 

subjectivist journey and focusing solely on their own needs and wants.  In Van Tilburg’s work in 

the 1980s, when she asked women why they returned to school, the majority of responses were 

similar to this woman’s, “to find that bit of space for me” (Van Tilburg, 1989, p. 7).  That 

sentiment is also found more recently in the work of Prins and her colleagues.  Many of the 

women in their research stated they put off pursuing education for themselves for the sake of 

their families, so now they were returning to literacy classes “as an opportunity to do something, 

finally, for themselves” (Prins et al., 2009, p. 347).  As one woman so honestly stated,  

This is something I’m doing for me… I don’t mean to sound selfish.  I have a husband 

and I have my kids, but I’ve done everything… that a mother should do as far as with her 

kids… I’ve supported them in what they wanted and what they needed.  Now it’s my turn 

to do it for me. (Prins et al., 2009, p. 347) 

Approaching Transformative Learning 

Merriam et al. (2007) define transformative learning as “dramatic, fundamental change in 

the way we see ourselves and the world in which we live” (p. 130). The following examples 

show that for some women, participation in literacy programs went beyond simply acquiring the 
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skills to read or even improving themselves.  These women were looking to “alter their lives” 

(Horsman, 1989, p. 370), hoping to find the meaning they felt was missing. 

Luttrell’s working-class women who saw themselves as defined in that traditional 

mothering role within their family and community viewed education as a mechanism through 

which they could change their lives.  For them, “their desire to expand, perfect, or contradict the 

work they do as women underlies their participation in school” (Luttrell, 1998, p. 34).   

Horsman (1989) found this same theme a decade earlier in the women she studied who 

“did not attend literacy classes to learn ‘functional’ skills but sought to find meaning in their 

lives” (p. 373).  In her reflections on the issues of women’s literacy, Gomez (2005) says that 

when literacy is viewed as more than simply a functional concept, it transforms from being a 

“tool for ‘Learning to Do’ and is understood as a tool for the process of ‘Learning to Be’” (p. 

35); in essence, literacy is not an end result but rather a process or journey. 

Conclusion 

This paper has examined the persistence of a broader view of women’s literacy that 

emerged over 25 years ago indicating that the reasons women participate in literacy programs go 

beyond the technical need to read or even a sense of responsibility to their families.  The 

prevalence of this social context of literacy programs provides the opportunity for educators to 

embrace a more holistic approach and create learning opportunities that relate literacy to other 

aspects of the women’s lives.  In this manner, literacy can become a transformative tool women 

can use in their personal development journey. 
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