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Mace, Jane. (1992) Talking about Literacy: Principles and Practice of Adult
Literacy Education. New York: Routlcdge. 168 pages. US prices: cloth $59.95,
paper $16.95.

For Janc Mace, this book is a kind of “autobiography” drawn from twenly
years as a literacy practitioner in Britain. She has concluded that literacy educa-
tion is much more complex and fascinating than the rhetoric of literacy cam-
paigns and funding guidelincs would suggest: “The question I sct out to discuss
in this book is: what other ways are open to us of talking about literacy than as a
substitute to ‘the problem of illiteracy’?” (p. xv). She succeeds by challenging us
to see literacy in terms of collective “inquiry,” learner-defined “interests” vs. ex-
ternally-ascribed “nceds,” “community,” and other principles lcarned through
practice.

Literacy education, she says, should not mercly be a process of creating pas-
sive readers of somcone else’s writing. Rather, the learner should be scen as a
rescarcher, working with others in a spirit of inquiry to analyze questions,
themes, and texts. Learners thereby “create new knowledge from their existing
cxperience” (p. 74) which in turn can be communicated to and refined with
others.
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Learners can practice this active “researcher” role, says Mace, by conducting
intcrviews, wriling “group poctry,” editing cach others’ texts, maintaining
portlolios, exploring conflicts, analyzing workplace problems, and keeping
diarics. Learners thercby “are not merely consumers but creators of course cur-
riculum” (p. 64). In such a process, the teacher acquircs a new identity. Mace
qQuotes a fellow practitioner: “My job is not to ‘teach her to write.” Instead our
job together is to allow her to find out what it is she needs to say and how (o say
it” (p. xviii). This approach “implies a syllabus . . . sketched in outline before the
course, and only fully written when the course is over—for it implics that the
participants themselves make the curriculum (p. 59). “Correcting mistakes is a
small part of literacy education. The other work is its central business” (p. 93).

Mace argues that, traditionally, literacy education has focused primarily on
“needs” defined by “others.” Those externally-ascribed necds, however, too often
do not match learners’ actual interests. Although perhaps well-intended, the
result is literacy efforts in which the learner has only limited real interest. Ac-
cording to Mace, lcarners often come to recognize a need for literacy education
only when there is a change in a support system which has until then allowed
them to avoid seeing literacy as a nced. To understand learners’ interests, we
need to listen to their “authentic voices, speaking from their own experience, on
their own terms” (p. 19).

Mace sees “community” as providing the audience and peer-support a new
writer-researcher needs. In our current culture, which tends to “advocate in-
dividual goals at all costs” (p. 119), it is natural to long for a sense of community.
But she cautions against relying on a mythical vision of “community” as “a golden
age in the past, long gone” (p. 119), when “everyone lived together and knew
each other and had always lived in the same place” (p- 125). We can also fall
prey to a second illusion, of a “brutal world of reality, [where] nobody cares . . .
nobody knows anyone elsc . . . everyone comes from somewhere else” (p. 125).
She argues that overreliance on these myths “is sad, because it often expresses an
individual’s sense of loss for some time in the past when they felt known and
recognised; and because it denies the possibility of difference being exciting. It is
also dangerous, precisely because it is hostile to difference” (pp.125-6).

For those seeking to build a sense of “community” into litcracy education, “a
community is not born, it is made” (p. 120). Even a workplace can be a com-
munity if we see it “not merely as a series of ladders (o be climbed . . . or in-
dividual career paths in a compctitive context . . . but as a place of communica-
tion . . . around common as well as individual interests” (p. 121).

Mace has scen a trend in Britain since the mid-1970s to adopt this new
perspective, which has come with a shift from onc-to-one tutoring 1o collabora-
tive groups using the kinds of practices described above (p- 8). However, this
trend has met some obs:acles. Funders and higher-level policy makers still
promote “giving them tests, adding up scorcs, and fixing the figures” (p. 16) and
requiring education (o “justify itself in tcrms of financial return” (p. 44). Mace
quotes one funder: “I'm not asking for storics: I want to know the outcomes -
how many of your students became literate?” (p. 15). Rather than see learners’
statements as cvidence of growth in self-cfficacy and lcarning, such a funder is
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operating on “sociological and historical rescarch (which qualifics) the firsthand
testimony of individuals as ‘subjective’ and only partial truth” (p. 25).

She secs funders and policy makers as having a limited understanding of what
litcracy—and effective litcracy education—is. They have crealed a false
dichotomy between “creative” and “functional” litcracy. She feels that what are
normally considered “functional” uses of litcracy (c.g., report-writing) can best
be lcarned through a “crcative” process” which “cnables students to relive and
retell the situations and conlexts in which the reading and writing take place”
(pp. 80-81). She says that these decision-makers also have a one-dimensional
view of who a learncr is, assuming that effective instruction can focus on only one
clement of a person’s lifc at a time. Rather than recognize that learners’ ex-
pericnce is complex, drawn from the multiple overlapping contexts in which they
live, policy-makcrs try to break insiruction down into artificial bits and thereby
fail to build on lcarncrs’ actual knowledge, interests, and lcarning opportunities.

It is not clear to what Mace would attribute these kinds of resistance to new
ways of tatking about literacy. It might be due to a lack of expericnce and a lack
of knowledge among higher-lcvel decision-makers. But it could also be due to a
fcar that such education could lead to what Mace describes as a “new defiance”
and a “change in attitude” among learners (p. 62). “Such a change in attitude is a
political change, for it will ccrtainly pose a challenge to other people’s attitudes,
100” (p. 63). It would also imply “some change in the usual balance of power:
namecly, from a position in which some pecople communicate and the rest have to
read or lisicn to what they say, to one in which all may have reason to make
communication, as well as reccive it” (pp. 121-22).

This book is valuable for any North American interested in learning more
about litcracy in the UK. It presents a British practitioner’s analysis from a
perspective which, on this side of the Aulantic, might be called “participatory,”
“community-oricnted,” and/or “learner-centered.” Those here who hold such a
perspective will likcly find the book thought-provoking, informative, and “affirm-
ing.” Those not holding such a perspective could aiso learn from Mace’s ex-
perience, il they approach it with an open mind.

I only wish that Mace had provided more evidence of the practice and
theorctical influences which have shaped her thinking. She periodically describes
a particular instructional activity or mentions a familiar name like psycholinguist
Frank Smith or Paulo Frcire, but she does not sufficiently cxplain how they in-
flucnced her. 1 nonctheless recommend this as a thoughtful guide for those look-
ing for ncw ways to talk about litcracy education.

Paul Jurmeo
Literacy Partnerships
Jersey City, New Jersey




