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Abstract

The purpose of this research was to explore the changes
that occurred in marital, child and family of origin
relationships when an adult who was previously illiterate
became literate. Eleven adult new readers participated in
in-depth interviews. The results indicate that learning to
read is not an isolated skill but changes the "self" of the
new reader and subsequently his or her interactional
patterns with family members. Six of the participants
marriages improved, three of the marriages were ambivalent
and two of the marriages deteriorated. All relationships

with children improved. Relationships with family of origin
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members varied. The various outcomes were connected to the
levels of support participants received and to how much the
participants had previously defined their identities and

their lives in relation to their previous illiteracy.
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CHAPTER I
Overview and Purpose of the Research
Researchers and theorists in the field of family
therapy address families in a variety of contexts, but have
yet to speak to the issue of illiteracy. Illiteracy is a
problem which is often disguised and kept a secret. Many
family therapists are probably unaware when they are working
with a family where a member may be illiterate or learning
to read. According to professionals in the field of literacy
and according to new readers, the process of learning to
read has many impacts on the family, sometimes in negative
ways. These families may be at risk or may be coming in for
therapy. The purpose of this research was to explore
the changing family dynamics experienced by new readers and
their families when a family member who was previously non-
literate as an adult learned to read. The study was
designed to explore the issue systematically and move beyond
anecdotal experience and informal information. While
neither the literature on families nor that focusing on
education examines this issue with any sort of focus, new
readers themselves have called attention to the changing
family dynamics. At the Second National Adult Literacy
Congress in 1989, new readers called for literacy providers
to become aware of the changing dependency issues that occur
among families of new readers. They also called for
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literacy organizations to provide support and counseling for
the new readers and their families in order for them to
address the family changes that occur (see Appendix A). 1In
order to address these issues, providers must first learn
what the issues are and better understand how newly literate
adults impact the family.

This research project was an exploratory study which
investigated issues related to adult new readers and the
impact their learning to read had on their families. The in-
depth interview was the research methodology chosen for the
study. The individuals interviewed were all non-readers as
adults who then learned to read. All participants were
volunteers.

Rationale for and
History of the Evolution of the Study

The following is the rationale for the topic of this
study and the choice of qualitative methodology. Both are
best understood in the context of the historical development
of this research project.

Three years ago I was asked to begin a support group
for a Literacy Volunteers of America local agency. We
determined that the support group should include students,
their family members and the tutors. The group was
developed after the staff of the agency reported that they
experienced many dropouts when reading skills began to
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develop and they suspected family issues related to the new
ability to read were contributing to the dropout rate.
Volunteers shared numerous accounts of new readers’ family
members who were originally supportive of the new reader and
his or her developing reading skills, but who later became
antagonistic toward the process and often the new reader.

During the course of more than three years of
involvement as facilitator for the support group, I have
heard a number of accounts of similar experiences from the
volunteers and from the students. One student whose
previous marriage ended in divorce cited his new ability to
read as a primary factor. The purpose of involving family
members in the group was to give them a chance to support
each other with regard to the changes that were occurring in
their families which revolved around the new readers’ new
and increasing reading skills.

As stated earlier, a review of the family therapy and
psychology literature found very little information
addressing the topic of illiteracy. While a review of the
education literature revealed some information more
pertinent to the topic, these articles and books were
limited to a few presentations and articles which addressed
illiteracy/literacy within in a social context (Barton,
1990; Coles, 1984; ) but not within a familial context. A
few scholarly publications were found which alluded to
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learning to read and the individual’s changing social
interactions but again nothing which directly addressed the
impact on the family or changing family dynamics. However,
at a grass roots level, new readers formally addressed the
issue at the Second National Adult Literacy Congress (1989
[a congress of new readers, see Appendix A]). They wrote a
proclamation calling for the professionals and volunteers
working with non-readers to become aware of the changing
dependency issues they were experiencing in their families
and called for counseling to be provided to address these
issues.
Theoretical Framework
General Systems Theory and Cybernetics

The theoretical assumptions guiding this research were
grounded in systems theory and cybernetics. General
systems theory suggests that individuals can only be
understood within the context of relationships and that what
affects one member of a family affects all other members of
a family (Gurman & Kniskern, 1981). It seems that of all
the theoretical assumptions and concepts, this one is by far
the most important on which this study is based. However,
this is too simplistic an explanation. To better understand
the theoretical underpinnings of this study it is helpful to
describe the contributions of the cybernetic theoretical
orientation. According to cybernetic theory two levels of
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change exist. First order change involves shifting
something within a system, while second order change is said
to involve a fundamental structural shift of the total
system (Watzlawick, Weakland, & Fisch, 1974). In other
words, second order change involves changing how the system
changes, not just something changing something within the
system. Viewing learning to read as an acquired skill of an
individual within the system would be a first order change.
However, learning to read in this study is viewed as more
than an individual acquiring a skill and is therefore
assumed to have the impact of a second order change on the
family itself. The system as a whole is perturbed into
change.

This study is also based on the assumption that
learning to read is not an isolated event but occurs within
a familial context, whether that be family of origin and/or
current nuclear family. Recent literacy attainmentyas an
adult is understood to affect family interaction in dynamic
and powerful ways. Consequently the interaction between
learning and family dynamics are both circular and recursive
phenomena. Cybernetically speaking, actions do not occur in
isolation but instead as part of a recursive system of
interactions between people (Piercy & Sprenkle, 1986). These
interactions are where change occurs in the family system.
Becoming a reader as an adult is change and occurs within a
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familial context.

Furthermore the change in literacy status of an
individual is directly related to the interactional process
with others and therefore the very nature of reading alters
communication patterns since reading is a form of
communication itself. The system itself is not merely a
grouping of individuals but is instead the interactions
among the individuals. Consequently the system of
interaction/communication is changing. According to Bateson
(1972) the word "mind" could be substituted for "systenm",
the "mind" becomes a property not just of single
organisms, but of the relations between them, (p. 253)". As
Bateson (1972) cites Holt for a clearer understanding of the
concept "The rock sculpts the sculptor, as much as the
sculptor sculpts the rock" (p. 249). Dell (1982, p. 32)
suggests that "following a discipline or practice changes
the entire self rather than simply adding a skill to the
pre-existing self". "Learning" to read is not just a skill
that is acquired, but instead results in a change in the
person’s self. This change in self is mirrored by a change
in the interactions with others which, in turn, brings about
change in the others’ interactions with the new reader.

Another important aspect of this project which
incorporates an assumption is that the process of
understanding how reading impacts the family was punctuated
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by beginning with the reader for purposes of clarity, though
others might punctuate it differently. One could look at
the interactions in the family of origin solely as the
genesis point of this study. However, that is beyond the
scope of this particular research.

The shift from thinking of reading as an acquired skill
to changing the self is what Nichols and Everett (1986)
would call a second order change. Because it is a second
order change it has major implications for the family system
within which the new reader lives. The family system, by
nature of the individual’s change, is being expected also to
enter into a second order change. The other individuals in
the family are being required to change themselves in order
to continue to interact with the new reader’s new self.
These changes may be uncomfortable, scary, and/or rewarding
for all involved because they are different from how they
interacted previously.

Assumptions

This study is based on the following assumptions:

1. Families are dynamic and what affects one member affects
all of the rest.

2. Families are involved in circular processes.

3. Learning to read is not an isolated skill, but instead

occurs within a familial context.



Research Questions
While the theoretical orientation suggests that changes

would occur in a system in which a new reader exists, I as a

researcher wanted to be open to the question of whether

changes occurred. Based on this it seemed logical to ask
the following research questions:

1. Do family interactions change when adults who are
illiterate learn to read? (Based on new readers’
perceptions)

2. If so, how are family interactions changed

Definition of terms
An understanding of how specific terms used
throughout this study will enhance further understanding of
the remainder of the study. Following is a list of the terms
used within this research and the definitions of how they
were used for purposes of this study.

Adult -~ Someone who is eighteen years of age or older
and does not have a developmental disability.

Non-reader - Any adult who is functionally illiterate,
which for this study is below a completed fourth grade
reading level.

Functionally Literate - The ability to read well
enough to function effectively in everyday life. The
majority of the literature places this at a minimum of

a fifth grade level.



New Reader - Someone who has become functionally or more
literate (learned to read) as an adult within the past
10 years.

Family Member - Anyone in the new reader’s nuclear

family or family of origin.

Participant - An adult new reader who has voluntarily

chosen to participate in this study.

Literacy Provider - Any organization or individual which

helps individuals with the process of learning to read.
This also includes adult individuals whether in a
voluntary or paid position who may be involved in such
activities as tutoring, organizing programs, providing
funding or any other activity associated with literacy
programs.

Literacy Volunteers of America A local and national non-

profit organization that provides one on one and small
group tutoring to individuals who are functionally
illiterate (below the fourth grade level on initial
evaluation).

Literacy Volunteers of America National Conference This is

a conference for any individual who is interested in
adult literacy. The conference has three primary
groups of attendees and offers three tracks of
meetings: one for new readers, one for volunteers and
tutors and one for literacy professionals
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(administrators, program directors, etc.).
Significance of the Study
for family therapists and literacy providers
If a family therapist is unaware of the newly
developed literacy ability of an individual in a family, the
therapist may miss a very important piece of the family
dynamics and be unable to understand or work through the
issues with the family. Similarly, literacy providers may
be able to lower dropout rates and enhance learning by
knowing how the new reader impacts family dynamics and by
providing services to address the issues. This study
contributes much needed information to those professionals
working in both the family therapy field and those in the
literacy field. It also contributes information to new
readers and their family members which will be helpful to
them as they change and adapt as a family.
Finally, the findings of this study are a beginning
point for future research on family dynamics related to
adult literacy. From this study a clearer understanding of

questions to be researched has emerged.

10



CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Ooverview

It is important to note that the professional
literature on literacy and the impact on family dynamics is
almost non-existent. A thorough review of the literature in
family therapy, other clinical literature, family studies
and education revealed only a few articles which addressed
literacy as more than a skill and these addressed literacy
within a larger social context. However none of the
articles addressed directly the topic of illiteracy/literacy
and changing family dynamics. The only document which
directly addressed learning to read within the familial
context was the proclamation written by new readers
nationally which was discussed in a previous chapter. The
two areas in the literature focusing on literacy which were
found to most closely relate to learning to read and family
dynamics included literacy within a social context and the
psychological aspects of illiteracy.

This chapter will review the literature pertinent to
this study in four ways: (a) the proclamation from the new
readers, (b) the literacy literature in general (c)
illiteracy/literacy within a social context, and (d) the

psychological aspects of illiteracy.
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Proclamation by New Readers

The only piece in the literature which directly
addressed illiteracy and family dynamics was a proclamation
written by new readers at the Second National Adult Literacy
Congress on September 10, 1989 in Washington D.C., (this was
a conference for new readers; see Appendix A). The
proclamation was one of ten generated by the new readers at
this conference. Through the proclamation new readers
addressed problems which they were experiencing and gave
recommendations for solutions. The definition of the
problem read as follows:

We, the new readers, have found the following

problems in our families:

stopping illiteracy continuing from generation to

generation; poor self-image creating a vicious

cycle leading to problems like drug abuse, teen

pregnancy, and high drop-out rates; shame dividing

families; learning to read changes dependency
relationships in families; taking time away from

the family while in a literacy program. (p.9)

The proclamation then recommended that "Literacy providers
should train tutors to be aware of family issues which may
occur and to be prepared to provide referrals," and that
literacy providers should "Provide counseling for the new
readers, spouses, and families" (p.9).

12



A General Review of Illiteracy

Public attention to illiteracy in the United States
began in the mid 1970’s (Street, 1984). Kozol (1980)
reported that between 10% and 35% of adults were
functionally illiterate. More recently it has been cited
that of the 100 million adult workers in the United States
20-30 million of those individuals are functionally
illiterate (Chisman, 1989). They have "serious problems
with basic skills: they cannot read, write, calculate, solve
problems, or communicate well enough to function effectively
on the job or in their everyday lives" (p.l). Of those 20-
30 million, 3-4 million are absolutely illiterate. Of these
3-4 million approximately 100-200 thousand are served a year
by Literacy Volunteers of America and by Laubach
International (literacy organizations). Of these 100 - 200
thousand, approximately 50-70 percent drop out. According
to the National Coalition on Women and Girls in Education,
(1988) there are 27 million adults older than 17 who are
functionally illiterate and "cannot read or write well
enough to perform the basic requirements of everyday life"
(p. 17).

These figures deserve serious consideration especially
when understood within the context of the job market. With
the baby boom generation currently in the work force and a
projected diminishing work force, 75% of the work force of

13



1987 will still be working by the year 2000. This is
significant because illiterate adults will be remaining in
the work force or will be laid off in our move from an
industry oriented society to a service society. A joint
publication by the Department of Education and the
Department of Labor (1988) reports that by the year 1995 90%
of the new jobs will be service jobs requiring at least a
minimal level of functional literacy and often much higher.
Only 7% of new jobs by 1995 will be manual 1labor.
Interestingly, most illiterate individuals under 65 years of
age are in the work force and consequently ineligible for
federal assistance programs related to literacy (Chisman,
1989). This shows that if a person is currently working and
illiterate, he or she has very limited options in attempting
to learn to read.

According to many professionals, illiteracy among
adults is widespread and is related to many contemporary
social problems. Hunter and Harmon (1979) were some of the
initial authors who suggested that illiteracy is not an
isolated problem but is highly interrelated with other
social problems. "Just as the problems faced by people
everywhere are interrelated, so too must be the efforts to
solve them" (p. 3). Miller (1988) makes a connection
between illiteracy and teenage pregnancy. According to her
report teenage girls who have below average basic skills are

14



five and a half times more likely to become teen parents.
Poverty, according to Miller is also related to illiteracy.
Individuals whose education is below the sixth grade are
four times more likely to require public assistance than
individuals who have a ninth to eleventh grade education
(Miller, 1988).

Following the same ideological thinking, Berlin and Sum
(1988) suggest that "Too often we have been treating
symptoms rather than causes. Teenage parenting, youth
joblessness, and dropping out of school are closely
intertwined.... Few people realize the critical role that
basic skill deficiencies play in each of these stubborn
social problems"(p. 26). They reviewed data from the
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth Labor Market
Experience which

contains data on a representative national sample of

youth who were fourteen to twenty one years of age when

they were first interviewed and who have been re-

interviewed annually from 1979-1986. Some 11,900

sample members were given the Armed Forces

Qualifications Test, a straight forward test of

reading, word knowledge, and basic mathematics, which

the military uses to determine whether young people
have the necessary skills to enter the armed services

[see Appendix A]... results show an alarming, direct
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relation between basic skill levels and all three of
the social problems enumerated above [teen pregnancy,
drop-out and youth joblessness]. Those with limited
reading, mathematics, and vocabulary skills are much
more likely to experience some social pathology. The
lower a test score, the higher the concentration of

people experiencing a particular social problem." (p.

27-28)

These are important findings because it is the
illiterate youth who become illiterate adults and the single
most important activity for the literacy of children is
parents reading to their children (Miller, 1988). If
parents cannot read they cannot read to their children and
subsequently the cycle of illiteracy is perpetuated.

Not only is illiteracy viewed from a cyclic perspective
with educational overtones, but Hunter and Harmon (1979)
believe that treating illiteracy as merely an educational
issue is much too narrow and simplistic. They feel that
illiteracy should be treated from a multiplicity of
disciplines which affect the total life of individuals.
Illiteracy is not isolated but instead a problem with wide
sweeping social implications. This broader perspective is
important and aggregate numbers are helpful in understanding
the issues of illiteracy. However, in order to fully
appreciate and understand the impact of the problem, it is
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essential to gain an understanding of illiteracy on a
personal level.

Most illiterate individuals go to great lengths to
disguise their illiteracy (Clabby & Belz, 1985). A wide
variety of tactics may be employed by the individuals, such
as always ordering the same meal at restaurants, going only
to restaurants that have pictures on the menu and pointing
to the picture to order, and asking for help filling out a
form by saying that they cannot see the form well enough
because they forgot their reading glasses (Seda, Spann,
Pinkston, & Burrows, 1991). These are but a few of the
highly creative ways individuals have hidden their lack of
reading ability

Literacy and the Social Context

Another body of literature on literacy, although much
smaller, exists which addresses illiteracy within a social
context (Coles, 1984; Barton, 1990). This is very different
than the traditional research and writings on literacy which
view it as an acquired skill which occurs in isolation.
Scribner and Cole (1981) call for an expanded view of
literacy which moves beyond viewing literacy as an
autonomous skill or a variable, to including the wider
social context of the individual. Coles (1984) in his
research on learning disabilities even goes as far as
suggesting that "social relationships,...need to be regarded

17



as the context in which disabled cognition is created and
embedded" (p. 321). This article is important because a
significant number of individuals who are non-literate as
adults test as having learning disabilities. Coles suggests
that learning disabilities are not a dysfunction but rather
based on the individuals interactions with his or her social
context.

A study conducted by Fingeret (1983) involved
unstructured in-depth interviews with 43 illiterate adults.
Her focus was their interactions within the larger social
context of society and the aspects of dependence and
independence. She suggests from her findings that:

American literacy work is oriented to individual rather

than social action. With few exceptions, the

relationship between an illiterate adult and the social
network is ignored. 1Illiterate adults know, however,
that as they learn to read, all of the network
relationships must shift. They will have less time
available to respond to the needs of others, and their
own needs will change. Previously secure niches in the
social order become unstable as reader’s skills are
requested less often. Present literacy programs meet
the needs of those illiterate adults who are willing
and able to separate themselves from their social
networks for a variety of reasons. Program models must

18



expand to embrace illiterate adults as individuals-in-
networks. (p.144).
Fingeret is the only author who has addressed the relational
changes which occur as the individual learns to read. Her
focus however, is on the changes of the social networks and
does not specifically focus on the family.

Psychological Aspects of Illiteracy

According to some professionals in fields of adult
education and psychology, a strong relationship exists
between psychological problems and functional illiteracy
(Mezirow, Darkenwald, & Knox, 1975). However, Clabby and
Belz (1985) propose that little has been done to address the
psychological aspects of illiteracy. The focus of their
work is on the effects of illiteracy:

A person who lacks basic literacy skills often suffers

from feelings of inadequacy, low self-esteem, fear,

anxiety, and resentment. 1In turn, these negative
feelings can complicate family relationships and
occupational functioning. .....describing the cycle of

psychological events that can be set into motion for a

child who experiences consistent failures in his or her

early academic career. The growing youngster can
develop a low self-concept, feel insecure, generalize
performance anxiety into other areas and avoid

"academic" type tasks. As an adult, excessive energy
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