
When I wo rked at Pa rkdale Project Read we

occasionally got calls from re s e a rch e rs , u s u a l ly

gra d u a te students, at the Ontario Inst i t u te for St u d i e s

in Education of the Un i ve rsity of To ro n to (OISE/UT).

T h ey seemed to be calling from another wo rld. They

wa n ted to visit the pro gram, observe a gro u p ,

i n te rv i ew learn e rs. We would wa rd them off. I

remember asking one such caller, “What wo u l d

P roject Read and the learn e rs invo lved get back fro m

your visits?” The dist ru st of re s e a rch e rs can be eve n

m o re pro found in the Deaf and Ab o ri g i n a l

communities where, in many ways, re s e a rch has ofte n

been a tool used to cate g o rize and control. 

Now, here I am working at OISE/UT as a

proponent of research, particularly research in practice.

How do I justify it? I believe that research in practice

can be a way for us to turn around the problem of

research being “done to” us. It can provide us the

opportunity to stop and reflect on what we

are doing and to ask and answer our own

questions about our practice. Doing it

ourselves is a way to feel that we can

become better at what we do, and

speak for ourselves. Research in

practice can keep people in the field.

The university, for all its limitations,

can help give us space and tools to

examine our practice and better

understand and value what we do. 

Re s e a rch sits in a particular place

b et ween the field and the policy- m a ke rs. Fo r

one thing, it can be a way to help make our vo i c e s

l o u d e r. Wo rking with people who are poor and

m a rginalized means we don’t have many powe rful allies.

Our wo rk in classrooms and communities is large ly

i nvisible. Adult lite racy hasn’t had much attention since

I n te rnational Lite racy Year in 1990. The media’s curre n t

focus in Ontario is on how many high school st u d e n t s

a re failing the grade 10 lite racy te st. This kind of

“ fa i l u re” does not result in smaller class sizes and more

m o n ey for special education and English as a second

l a n g u a ge. Ra ther it just seems to be part of an endless

c i rcle of assessment and st a n d a rdized te st i n g .

Front-line lite racy pra c t i t i o n e rs are ex p e c ted to do

m o re with less. We spend increasing amounts of

time on administ ration to answer demands fo r

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y. As outcomes are measured, it is easy

to feel that our pro grams and our wo rk are being

m e a s u red. Who has time to read in a lite ra c y

p ro gram? Not the lite racy wo rke rs. Who has time to

w ri te? Again, not the st a ff, unless it is writing gra n t

p roposals. What an iro ny that as lite ra c y

p ra c t i t i o n e rs we can become alienated from th e

p ower of our own reading and writing. 

Re s e a rch can help us tell our side of the sto ry. It can

help us move learning and te a ching back into th e

c e n t re of lite racy practice. We can become the ones

asking the qu e stions and defining what is imp o rtant to

l i te racy pro grams. We need to ex p ress our hard - e a rn e d

u n d e rstandings so that we can dialogue with policy-

m a ke rs and th e o ri sts, build community and th ri ve .

Like other teachers and front-line workers, we

deserve time to reflect. We need time

to read at work -- in between the

demands of intakes, groups, tutor

trainings, board meetings, and so on.

Research can only help the field if we

find time to read it, discuss it, talk

about it, argue with it and think

through how it might change the

way we do things. I’m sure I’m

not the only literacy practitioner

to have shelved a few research

reports and

never found a

moment to pick

them up again. 

D u ring my time at

P roject Read one of the few

pieces of re s e a rch I managed to

read was Jenny Hors m a n’s Too Scare d

to Learn. This book describes how diff i c u l t

it is for learn e rs who have ex p e rienced violence to

b ring attention, focus and presence to their learn i n g .

That re a l ly helped me. I could feel a shift in my

a p p ro a ch with learn e rs. I blamed myself as a fa c i l i t a to r

less, and developed a bet ter sense of how to wo rk with

what was going on. All of us can have gre a ter insight

d u ring our next encounte rs with learn e rs once we re a d

good quality re s e a rch .
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Recently, I read the Ontario Literacy Coalition’s

report, Supporting Learning, Supporting Change. The

author, Katrina Grieve, built on other researchers’

work to create a new model for working with learners.

This report draws on international research and

insights from other disciplines. It presents findings in

the clear, accessible voice of someone from the field.

As I read, I felt I was in the midst of a rich dialogue

between research and the field. 

A new kind of research is emerging which is close

to the ground and speaks directly to practitioners. It

is worth reading, critiquing and applying to our

practice. As well as reading, we need to write about

our work. We can better support our learners and

ourselves if we use our own literacy abilities to shape

this work that we love.  
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