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What counts as literacy work?

In June 2003, the Canadian gove rnment released 

a Pa rl i a m e n ta ry Committee report calling for a 

fi rst ever “pan-Canadian accord on adult lite r a c y 

and numeracy skills deve l o p m e n t .” S u ch an accord 

would commit the fe d e ral, provincial and te rri to ri a l 

g ove rnments to wo rk to gether to “significantly incre a s e 

the pro p o rtion of adults with higher- l evel lite ra c y 

skills” (Longfield 2003, p.1). In taking this initiative , 
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a s s u rance) are said to mislead, exclude, narrow, 

reduce and re o rient the needs and intentions of 

te a ch e rs and learn e rs. In the face of such dilemmas, 

m a ny resilient and bure a u c ra t i c a l ly savvy lite ra c y 

p ra c t i t i o n e rs are said to be “gaming the numbers ” 

and “circ u mventing the rules” to “surv i ve .” Grow i n g 

n u m b e rs of oth e rs are re p o rted to be ove r- b u rd e n e d , 

st ressed, disillusioned, burned out, and leaving th e 

Canadian policy would fall in step with th e field. This ch o rus of voices is re m a rk a b ly similar 

p roclamation of the Un i te d a c ross national, inte rn a t i o n a l 

Nations Lite racy Decade (2003­ and inte rcontinental boundari e s , 

2 012) and its goal of incre a s i n g fuelling a growing sense th a t 

l i te racy levels by 50 per cent l i te racy wo rke rs are becoming 

( U N E S CO 2003). It would also “ e n rolled as agents to a pro j e c t ” 

d raw the Canadian policy that is incre a s i n gly not th e i r 

d i s c o u rse into alignment, ra th e r own (Hamilton 2001, p. 191 ) . 

b e l a te d ly, with oth e r 

O rganisation for Economic 

C o - o p e ration and Deve l o p m e n t The proposal for a 
(OECD) countries where national system acro s s 
f ra m ewo rks for comp re h e n s i ve Canada has been 
national provision have p u rsued by lite ra c y 
e m e rged th roughout the decade 

a d vo c a tes with a blend 
of the 19 9 0 s . 

of hope and caution. The proposal for a national 

s ystem across Canada has been 

p u rsued by lite racy advo c a te s T h e re is a growing and 

w i th a blend of hope and va ried lite ra t u re, in print and 

caution. This is based in th e online, about these tro u b l e s . 

k n owl e d ge that lite ra c y From my pers p e c t i ve, the most 

c a mpaigns and large scale policy helpful and hopeful of th e s e 

i n i t i a t i ves elsew h e re have come and gone in the past , accounts connect such th o rny re p o rting pro b l e m s 

but the hoped for targets remain elusive nearly 

eve ry w h e re around the globe. Comp re h e n s i ve 

f ra m ewo rks of provision have promised not only to 

raise levels of lite racy functioning, but also to cre a te a 

s ystem for doing so that is comp re h e n s i ve, eff i c i e n t , 

e ffe c t i ve and accountable. But mounting ev i d e n c e 

s u g ge sts that these systems are fraught with 

c o n t radictions, and even advo c a tes are having doubts 

about their re l i a b i l i t y. 

I n fo rmed lite racy wa t ch e rs seem to wri te 

i n c re a s i n gly about disto rtions, ru pt u re s , 

c o n t radictions, tugs-of-wa r, tensions, dist ra c t i o n s , 

reve rsals, and comp eting values relating to lite ra c y 

wo rk. Policy and re p o rting fra m ewo rks (including 

assessment, perfo rmance monito ring, and qu a l i t y 

to underlying th e o retical debates bet we e n 

functional ve rsus social or pra c t i c e - b a s e d 

c o n c e ptions of “what counts” as lite racy itself. In 

all cases, lite racy pra c t i t i o n e rs ineluctably 

d ete rmine what counts—or what is made to 

c o u n t — th rough the routine daily wo rk of re c o rd 

keeping and re p o rting to funders. As oth e rs have 

c o m m e n ted, such re p o rting wo rk is itself a highly 

c o mp l ex fo rm of lite racy practice that re m a i n s 

re m a rk a b ly under- examined (Darville 2002; 

H a m i l ton 2001; Derri ck 2002a; 2002b). I hope th e 

issues raised will be familiar to a wide ra n ge of 

re a d e rs and the analysis sugge st i ve of useful ways to 

i nve st i ga te the policy ch a l l e n ges curre n t ly being 

faced across national and inte rnational boundaries. 
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L i te racy pra c t i t i o n e rs ineluctably dete rmine what counts—or what is made to

c o u n t — th rough the routine daily wo rk of re c o rd keeping and re p o rting to funders .


This focus on policy fra m ewo rks re flects a grow i n g 

i n te re st in the adult lite racy field in imp roving our 

own “policy lite ra c y.” Experienced lite racy advo c a te s 

d e s c ribe th e m s e lves as “we l l - p racticed in the art of 

wo rking in the cra cks” but less effe c t i ve at 

“ e n gag[ing] with the central processes of policy 

fo rmation and decision-making (Hamilton 19 97, p. 

147). Even language th e o ri sts point out that th e 

th e o ries of language that have large ly guided th e 

l i te racy field in past are “not by th e m s e lves adequ a te 

to the task of guiding action in the ‘messy’ policy 

a rena of our times” (Wi cke rt 2001, p. 86-7; Barto n 

2 0 01). Policy processes are coming to be re c o g n i z e d 

as a specialized fo rm of textual practice and subject 

to examination as such. Ac c o rding to Barton, (2001, 

p. 100) “writing is not just speech wri t te n 

d own...[but]...a distinct fo rm of meaning-making” 

that is incre a s i n gly the object of th e o rizing in 

l a n g u a ge studies and elsew h e re. 

We need new st ra tegies for 
e n gaging with policy fo rm a t i o n . 

S o c i o l o g i st Dorothy Smith describes th i s 

phenomenon as “tex t u a l ly mediated social 

o rganization” (1990a; 1990b; 1999) that has become 

i n c re a s i n gly central to understanding inst i t u t i o n a l 

a rra n gements over the past century. In her view, 

texts have a unique capacity not only to “make 

meaning” but to active ly organize social action based 

on those meanings across a va ri ety of settings by 

“ t ransposing the actualities of people’s lives and 

ex p e rience into the conceptual currency by which 

th ey can be gove rned” (Smith 1990, p. 14). Darv i l l e 

has taken up this analysis in the field of lite ra c y 

( 1998; 2000; 2001), pointing out that lite ra c y 

re p o rting fra m ewo rks accomplish pre c i s e ly this wo rk 

of “organizing and coordinating” lite racy te a ch i n g 

a c ross settings. They do so in part by “holding th e 

meaning of wo rds constant” and thus creating “a 

stable object for discourse, for policy, and 

i n stitutional action” (Darville 2000, p. 1). He calls 

this system of coordinating the “lite racy re g i m e ” 

( 2 0 01), emphasizing the “comp l ex inst i t u t i o n a l 

a rra n gements by which lite racy is wo rked up...as an 

issue for public attention...and re g u l a ted as an are n a 

of action” (2000, p. 1). 

But th e re are tensions bet ween this “stable object of 

d i s c o u rse” and the “messy” wo rld of lite racy pra c t i c e . 

I n te rnational lite ra t u re associates these dilemmas with 

the rise of comp re h e n s i ve policy regimes using 

a b st ra c ted and st a n d a rdized cate g o ries for re p o rt i n g 

and accountability. I believe that these concerns might 

be understood and inve st i ga ted emp i ri c a l ly as tex t u a l ly 

m e d i a ted troubles, and that this pers p e c t i ve on policy 

a n a lysis might contri b u te towa rd new st ra tegies fo r 

e n gaging with policy fo rm a t i o n . 

Excerpt adapted from: Adult Literacy Policy: Mind the Gap 

by Nancy Jackson. forthcoming in N. Bascia, A. Cumming, 

A. Datnow, K. Leithwood and D. Livingstone (eds.) Klewer 

Handbook of Educational Policy, The Netherlands 
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