THE LOOKING GLASS WORLD

OF ADULT LITERACY

“I had to do something. I heard about the Adult Basic Education Service, so I went to the library. I plucked up the courage to phone and spoke to a lady on the other end who sounded very caring and understanding. So I went to see her. I told her what I was like. She treated me like a normal person; she understood and said she could help me. I felt great. The first meeting we had I was so nervous. There were other people there as well, they had been treated like shit all their lives. For the first time I realised I was not the only one. Since then I had had lessons with a man who treats me as a person not an idiot. I have had good days and bad but I’m slowly learning and gaining confidence and doing well in my new job. If it was not for the tutor and my wife I would not have got this far. I will not give up now. I have written this for people to read and hopefully understand people like me a lot more before they label us idiots and useless. We are not.”

These are the words of one of the thousands or so Adult Basic Education (ABE) students in Somerset. It is very easy for those of us who read and write with ease and express ourselves fluently to take our skills for granted. Literacy has become a part of us and is exercised unnoticed.

Consider for a moment all the things you wrote yesterday…


Here’s my list: phone messages, shopping list, book names, an address, street directions, a letter, diary notes, notes for an article, and a cheque.

Now, see if you can read this without using a mirror:

There was a book lying near Alice on the table, and while she sat watching the White King (for she was still a little anxious about him, and had the ink all ready to throw over him, in case he fainted again), she turned over the leaves, to find some part that she could read, ‘for it’s all in some language I don’t know’, she said to herself.


It was like this

JABBERWOCKY ‘Twas brillig, in inverted lettering

She puzzled over this for some time, but at last a bright thought struck her. ‘Why, it’s a Looking-glass book, of course! And if I hold it up to a glass, the words will all go the right way again.’

It is indeed a looking-glass puzzle that most literacy students undertake to unravel and it takes a lot of courage.

As the slogan goes: “The hardest part about learning to read, write and spell is admitting that you can’t.”  People feel anything from acutely embarrassed to grossly inadequate. One student was prompted to attend classes while he was working in a hospital for the mentally handicapped. He realised that the residents could read better than he could. One woman copied the phone number of the local ABE service
 in her doctor’s surgery and carried it with her for three months.

Such people are rarely completely illiterate, and there are many reasons for the incompleteness of their basic education. For many it is lack of interest or encouragement at home or difficulties at school; such as being unable to keep up or having trouble with the teachers or the size of the classes. Some women found that their academic education was not considered important. Other students developed interests in different directions, even excelling in other areas, such as sport.

When people decide to improve their basic skills, it is for different reasons. Many are motivated by wanting to read to their children or help with their school work. Some want to acquire specific abilities such as cheque writing, medicine bottle label reading, dealing with important personal correspondence or using a dictionary. There are those who are already successful in their own field and want, for example, to brush up quirky spelling. One man - a builder who employed several people - had become expert at remembering complicated estimates. He decided to seek help when his business expanded so much that he began to get headaches.

Coping strategies are well known to students and tutors alike. This passage was printed in Write Around, the South Somerset ABE newsletter:

“At parties you stay away from games that need reading and spelling. You have to listen to the news on TV and radio so that you can talk about what is going on in the world with other people. If someone wants you to get them something you get them to write it down. If you are asked whose name was on a lorry you say you didn’t see it….If it is an instruction I get my wife to read it to me first. I never read anything that needs my signature so that I can take my time to read it and get my wife to help me if it is necessary.”

Being less than literate in a very literate world is a painful ordeal. As much as Adult Basic Education provides a confidential and understanding service for skills learning in literacy, numeracy and communication, the spin-offs of increased confidence and restored self worth are arguably even more valuable.

� Through the Looking Glass, Lewis Carroll


� Adult Basic Education
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