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Creative Acts, Critical Insights: -
Adult Writing Workshopsin
Two Chicago Neighborhoods -

Hal Adams and Janise Hurtig

® INTRODUCTION

ng of reading and writing with a creative act -

Only aliteracy that associates the learni
that experience, and without any illusion .

will exercise the critical comprehension of
of triggering liberation, it will nevertheless contribute to its process . ... - And of

course this is no task for the dominant classes. (Freire, 1985, p1n
This chapter describes two partnerships entered into by the Community Writing
Project (CWP) of the College of Education at the University of Illinois at Chicago
(UIC) in order to, as Freire says, promote critical insight through creative acts. One
partnership was with an employment training program in cooking at the Chicago
Community Kitchen (referred to here as the Kitchen), located in a neighborhood

community center on the border between African American and Puerto Rican
ed to here as the

neighborhoods on Chicagos West Side. The other partnership (referr ;
mmunity-based

Village) involved a parent education program of Project Hope, a comn -basec
Organization serving the Mexican neighbg;:hodd of Little Village, also on Chicagos
West Side, and UIC5 Center for Research on Wormen and Gender. Both parmetshlps
incorporated community writing workshops into existing programs ma;h“ﬁtp}?:;
people living in ethnically and linguistically diverse neighborhoods. ; e cn "
workshop was composed of English- and Spanish-speaking men anc WOmER
diverse national backgrounds, and the Village workshop participants Were
monolingual Spanish-speaking Mexicarn women. We taught the

Adams, the Kitchen workshop; and Hurtig, the Village workshop-
workshops differed in sever:l importanit specifics, they were h?ﬁd,f);lam
method and a common stance toward the rdaﬁomm?‘mqngel:chv»;o‘;kshop e
expression, group responsibility, and social change. In alig Fihe writing,’ the
pay particular attention to the impact of language o the qua Zf e
group discussion, and the groups evolution Into 2 community o e ider
The CWP hosts writing workshops for people who ordir mﬂyi—yda life in Redl
themselves writers or artiss and publishes thelf Felecions P S lios, and their
Conditions, which is then distributed free to dle"“{ntkersykfrllr ?e}zitiOn‘shipS with
communities. We develop the wor shops by forming ng &7 ople in 2 variety
public institutions or community Organizations SErviné oksh Wmietho&l derive from
of neighborhood settings. The parmerships and the workshop FIEEEE IR T
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COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS

the central goal of the CWP: to create a context in which ordinary people, by
thinking and writing together, face the real conditions of their lives and reconsider
their relationship to each other, their communities, and the world. We operate on the
assumption that the seeds of social change are to be found in the artistic and
intellectual renderings of those who have been relegated to the margins of society,
including poor people and immigrants. Marginality silences ordinary people by
denying the value and legitimacy of their knowledge and experiences. Our intention
is to provide an opportunity for those who have been marginalized to break the
silence and find an audience for their intellectual work and creative products. The
approach we take to community writing is based in our understanding of literacy
and its relationship to art and social change. We consider literacy to be not an
individual skill but a social act. When literacy is a shared, creative act, it holds the
potential to produce knowledge for change.

® CONTEXT

In the two programs we describe here—the Kitchen and the Village—the partici-
pants were poor people in the throes of major life transitions. For the participants in
both workshops, writing about their pasts, present situations, and dreams for the
future allowed them to describe and understand in their own terms a moment of
apparent rupture in their lives,

The Kitchen Workshops

The Chigagp Community Kitchen is located in a former hospital that is now owned
by Association House, a long-time, highly respected nonprofit social service agency.

Association House operates several programs for low-income people in the building,

and the Kitchen uses the large, well-equipped cafeteria to prepare breakfast and

lunch 4 days a w.e(?k for hungry people who drop by. The Kitchen also offers 12-week

abilities to complete i.

Generally, the goals and approaches of the Kitchen and the writing program
were a good match, but in one area they were not. The aim of the employment
;Iammg PIPEram was to move people into an institutional setting that took English
or granted and often Timinated against non-English speakers; meanwhile, the
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aim of the writing workshop was to create a group corﬁtext rtfior. c:it\l;:s S:i-;gﬁﬂaﬁg
in which the cultural background and identity of each particip lf o1 and
in which Spanish thus was considered a legitimate means of self-express :h
i ivi is difference surfaced in planning for the
self-representation. A vivid example of this differe e bott
trainees’ graduation ceremony. The writing program planned  to " A%{uhzi hin
languages by having speakers of both read their work at th.e ;ererenai el}:.s e four
other areas the training program had accommodated Spanis! ;p o o s that
Kitchen staff members, two were completely bilingual), the Kgc en o that al
at the graduation only English would be spoken, as 2 emons ;,
graduates were encouraged to llelam Enghs};ro
Though all participants in the training o
imponantg distrsctionsl? The women who had been hoéna}l:gl:f)sulglgkepcarez
responsibility for their children or grandchildren wondere 1w e one with
those children. They asked themselves whether an entrly- eve Jtheir hildren with
benefits, would offset the inconvenience and worry of eav}llrtlg heir time could be
someone else. The Spanish-speaking mothers oftend th(s)z;f; imes they considered
better spent learning English than learning a new ‘Csl'a arelis b and raising the children.
scrapping both ideas and staying home,.speiﬂlkmg1 P & d the money from regular
The two young men not long out of high school nee  their freedom for a rigid
employment but were not sure they were ready to exch;lllig . ¥ acked confidence in
work routine. Some of the women trying to get off pu linclite d work-for-pay experi-
their educational background and worried al?opt their T orld of wage-paying
ence. The Spanish-speaking men seemed Wlﬂlffgh[o w! g woman, abused and
work with their passable English. One }?nghs -sbpuseea 1 was deeply committed to
homeless until recently and still in contact 'wnh her allf e her children. Underlying
being a cook but often was preoccupied wm the W?l ;:he trainees were in a program
these doubts and motivations was the reality q’latsl Kitchen, challenging written
that required high performance starlda_fdS i the d careful adherence to atten-
examinations for health department certification, an ese areas as the training

: f th
dance and behavior rules. Those who fell short in any o rd. Of those who started

program progressed were dismissed or left ‘of Fhejr own yfyickCOA
the program, about half finished: g

gram wére éager to learn, many faced

~ T L
The Village Workshop - d by the community base
The Village is a family education program gp:{n;‘ztrlee Village, located 4 miles due

i i ; ilsen
organization Project Hope in the neighborto? adjacent neighborhood of P1605)
south of the Kitchen. Little Village and' the unrjm grants since the garly 19 Y
(Chicagos principal port of entry for Mexican d most segregated Mexican Ameri
together form the largest, most'concent@ed, an and one of the largest Mexican
oy S g e
American communities in the Unlted 5tz - mak Avenue, a lively comm! dom the

At the northern end of Little Village is CETMAE " % nge signs adom
domir:at ednl;) lecr:lllly owned businesses Whoze ?}Pﬁnxllsei rthoods Eastern E;;I;'
he-contuy bl ied by les of Our Lady
turn-of-the-century bUﬂdI];logjeo[E‘e:es[(;gggpm dest shopli a;e ugldei;tgee;i)n 5the oyt
ean immigrants. Rising a : ‘parish , I .
Ef Te acgr ar;nsh Tucked away behind ng;;pﬂ;f Although Project Hope cam
basempeeri arf the rooms housing the Village PrOgE== :
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to occupy the rectory building through its affiliation with a Catholic hospital, it is not
a religious organization; nonetheless, its location in a sacred and culturally legitimate
space has certainly made it both personally comfortable and socially acceptable for
neighborhood women who attend its programs,

Around the same time one of us (Adams) was meeting with the staff of the
Kitchen, the other (Hurtig) was meeting with the staff of Project Hope to plan the
Incorporation of a writing workshop into the Village. The director of Project Hope
had approached her with the idea of collecting the life narratives of the women in the
program. All the women had made the difficult journey from Mexico in recent years,
and few of them had returned home since. Their journeys involved hardship and
bravery, personal losses and newfound possibilities, all of which emerged as
stories-in-passing in the course of discussion among the women participating in
Village programs. With the program staff, we decided to develop a program that
would serve three purposes at once: provide the Villages participants with a
structured context in which to share their stories and support each other in their
common struggles, create a setting in which the womens personal narratives could
be recorded and compiled, and involve the women in tumning their stories into
curriculum materials for the Villages developing family literacy program.

Four mornings a week, neighborhood mothers came to the Village, preschool-aged
children in tow, to participate in its various programs and workshops. Although the
Village offers programs to men and women alike, its participants have been
exclusively women: all mothers with children ranging in age from newborns to high
school graduates, all immigrants from Mexico, all monolingual Spanish speakers,
and all struggling economically. Most of the women came to Chicago from Mexico
reluctantly. Some accompanied their husbands; others came alone or with their
young children, joining their husbands, who had arrived months or years earlier.
Only a very adventurous few came on their own. Few of the women who participate
in the Village programs have paid work outside their homes, and few have extended
family in Chicago. ,

For most of the women, leaving Mexico meant leaving their families, the place of

their childhood memories, their communities, and the social and moral life that

made sense to them. Nonetheless, because they settled in Little Village, a transnational
neighborhood in which the movement of people, products, and capital between
Chicago and Mexico is central to family and community life, Mexico remained a
tangible part of the womens lives. In conversation, the women were constantly
evaluating their daily experiences through comparisons to Mexico. If Mexico was
always a distant desire, it was never far away in their thoughts. The place of Mexico
in the women lives was reflected in the themes they chose to write on: “An
‘I‘magmary Visit to Mexico,” “When I Was a Little Girl,” “My First Days at School,”
My Native Town.” Less often they chose to write about their daily lives in Chicago,
and only once, early in the workshop, were they moved to write about the traumatic
move to Chicago—when given the prompt “When I Arrived.”

@ DESCRIPTION

In this section we discuss the methodological approach that ties the two workshops
together and describe the steps that lead from the workshops to the publication of an
issue of the magazine Real Conditions. Because the writing themes emerge through the
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oup’s discussion of their dail riences, each workshop session is unique. To
g(r)nvgy the spontaneous and co};la;bcxg:ative nature of the wo'rkshops, we supple.mel:;
our description of the workshop method with'shorFfwgnettes from E;mcuth
workshop sessions; we include sketches from the Kitchen  after describing e
method and then offer a more detailed story from the Village. - :

The Workshop Method P ek el f[h
The writing that the workshop participants submit becomesththe _;contarllé obrinfg
workshop. Sometimes people write during the workshop;, at other m'?;ezf the);r i
writing from home. People always have the option of writing Or:ia[}izplomb lities are
choosing, but often they prefer a prompt to get them started, gn X the}i)r experiences.
limitless. We prefer prompts that help writers be specific afour_ enerates the best
The group discussion or previous writing from the group t:c[ce;lg tom all over the
prompts. For instance, in the Kitchen workshop participan e st for the

‘ t home
cafeteria line, they often talk about the difficult anang%fl‘emfoﬁe{ Srzagl;z;e 1 here
before starting their arduous journeys to the Kltcher}T e Pv 1P

was “Describe what you go through to get here.”

: k ds tto'the
After each session, the workshop teacher reads, ,types,,and respon

o it t meeting. At this
writing. Everyone gets a copy of each persons writing atntflees rtlhe): rzlse;(msgibi]ity of
point the writing becomes public, and (he t%lr Ou%rizslip approach as the writing
responding to it, a step that is as important to the W ‘ rage each other with

. . . mbers to encou ot
itself. The purpose in this process is for group fmemb;r; with broad, even universal

: . ot ts of the sto
praise and ideas, and to identify aspects 01 V€20 =00 e oroup assumes
relevance to the participants and their communities. Induct,phamel)" a magazine that

the collective responsibility for putting out 2 good pro rk and live. As the

. . it re the writers wo
vall be of interest to the COImmmmes‘Whedline for the magazine approaches, the

workshop progresses and the publication dea , Jescription of the
Participagt}s) gi%/re more and rrE)re attention t0 the prodeieTslzi[ion M?,dng It Up:
debate at the Kitchen about the maggzine’s subtltlge(sr;;gazme takes on in;:msing
Language Choice, below) is an example of how the mag SEOE e
Importance as its publication nears. ... -7 g cher’s respo

' pBecause man)? people attended schools in W}“fch,oms the group about the
work was considered important or V2 luablt_t, e fsrtlions on how to respond. We
value of each person’s response. We also give Suﬁ in the writing that caught your
might ask, for example, “Were there any key wo his piece?” “What in it would you
-attention?” “What did you especially like about U é)us piece that relates t0 your
like to know more about?” “Is there anydmng I RET i R ]

' ‘ i irself neéds to help its

experience?” e o help 1
Writing for the first time is often hard ar;ld Ouimcan do so by @1'11“3 on 1ts
members overcome their hesitancy to Write. IT)efsglrzespondmg with care is one n“:;{
best tendency, namely, to take cate of its M individual. Another way 15 10 ©the
to demonstrate this collective concerm fi(;;;;érit'l:or instance, one ‘t;;gdg‘giei hor
ission with respect and encouragertizst o o aue m T
every submission W“h respec(; atrllus two-sentence essay: ‘1 i";o nd);d{ “Where did
Kitchen workshop submitted orich I hadnt” The gmlzlp P ohat you mean,
you have the party?” “Why do you w15hy0u hadn’[ dhpnhie
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girl, last time I did that . . . ” “Being a parent is impossible sometimes.” “You
should've gone to Chuck E. Cheese.” The responses evolved into a long discussion
about parental responsibility and its frequent conflict with the pressure to take a
paying job. The group eventually decided to write about “What I'm Responsible For,”
and the author of the two-sentence essay knew she had started the whole productive
process.

Mixing It Up: Language Choice

Because the aim of the writing workshop was to create a group context for creative
self-expression in which the cultural background and identity of each participant was
valued, issues of language use and language choice have been key in the workshop
method. In the Kitchen, which included both Spanish and English speakers,
language differences initially seemed to define subgroups within the writing
workshop. All the Spanish speakers sat on one side of the table, and the English
speakers and bilingual speakers who were proficient in English sat on the other. Each
groups shared language reflected certain shared experiences: Most notably, the
monolingual Spanish speakers were all immigrants, many from rural backgrounds,
whereas all of the monolingual English speakers were native to the United States and
were from urban backgrounds. The few bilingual speakers were the exception,
varying as to whether they were Immigrants and whether English or Spanish was
their first language.

At first we were concerned that the group members would not communicate
across their language differences and that this would limit the group’s cohesiveness
and productivity. There is no question that the bilingual character of the workshop
slowed the discussion significantly at the beginning, Consequently, we provided at
least one translator for the group at all times to do simultaneous or intermittent
translation as needed. ‘

Everyone was remarkably patient with, even interested in, the laborious
translation process. Often the work of translation became central to the discussion of
the writing. People sometimes joined in to help clarify the meaning of a passage
when they suspected the translator was giving short shrift to a translated idea. For
example, on one occasion several weeks into the workshop, the writers were
discussing possible subtitles for the magazine that we would be publishing after the
employment training program ended. One of the English speakers suggested Mixing
It Up. The phrase, with its obvious reference to cooking, also contained more subtle,
colloquial references to Jazz, 1o the intense interaction between the workshop
participants about their writing, and to the confusion (‘mixed-up feelings”) many
members were experiencing as they struggled to make it through the program. Th
suggested name was an instant hit among those who spoke English. - ’

As an English speaker pantomirmed the title suggestion with an imaginary spoon
and mixing bowl for the benefit of the Spanish speakers; the translators offered

shared a home: to their weariness 0
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connotations in Spanish that it did in English. But thg African Axp;ncan lliarzvvv:};(c?
proposed the clever title was the first to grasp the point .the Spanish spea o it
making. He then did a turnabout and took the lead, against hliown sl:\%iin old
convincing the English speakers that Mixing It Up in Spanis Idtﬁbout cooking
mislead the Spanish readers into thinking that the magazine WO‘tlh . we gave the
only, thereby diminishing the magazine’s impact in Spanish. InCh'e eI; / ,Escn' s de I
magazine the subtitle Writings From the Community Idtchm f’f IF“S SR
mmunity Kitchen de Chicago. ' TR :
“ In}?ﬂil?el the Kitchen, wI;gere the workshops wer.eigonduclt(edl:ﬂllilnggﬂua}x’ﬁiﬁfl_rtﬁz
use of English was encouraged, at the Village all activities t(:;a tpaircr; o I;upport its
Village is a program within a community organization

: ing English as a
participants in their existing situétiof.ls and dé)es .?lg;tsgn}j;inogf threlgneighbor-
condition. Moreover, because Spanish is the predoml the parish and the school,

hood and community, including such institutions as English: One of the Village
parents can be active in the community without §P€3hflg hg s Bilingual program,
mothers was the parent coordinator for her childrens s or:;lwere active members
another was a parent volunteer at her childs school; and S(evrelzlck of ability) to speak
of their religious organizations. Nonetheless, the abﬂgiy to[hese women in Chicago,
English hovered as a symbol of the possibilities av.axlﬂ : ':o bolized an ongoing
and using Spanish to write and talk ?b0}1§ life m e S N
relationship with their communities of origin. oL ; cept during the
The Vﬁlage writing workshop was held exclusively n ip:;lelzlﬁéx pfnjcipated as
first 6 weeks, when the programs director, 2 non-SPmm the Kitchen workshop,
well. During those weeks Hurtig translated for her: Asﬁnm and discussion, but it also
the process of translation slowed down d.le pace O;Wﬂm g3 g of their words and
encouraged the group to focus attention on the d. In a sense, the

; rding for grante
Teminded everyone ot to take our choice of VZ;)S of ti  creativity of language. The

. ; the
bil ic enhanced the groups awaren ing encouraged by
Selnlgii‘u\::yd);rc;ar::grz chI(l)Cice and the subtleties OIE) mezn:indmg and the groop
translation process diminished once the director Sf ppe dalh o TR '

became monolingual. ’

; , e
I Defend Myself”: How Workshop The ssion demonstrates

The following account of one Vxllag_e W;’;lfss,hqp > ions of their .excp}]eirlxen@‘-
themes emerge in response to particip thers and. ; elp the
It was a rainy November Monday; so the mig the rmsery t0 chat and oy

. . . . ., hovering Hurtig
trickle in a bit late, around 9:30 am., By 10:00 am- und along
young children get settled with the nursery 8= \;Leré they 8athmqam£mbuned
mothers had coaxed each other to the back r09$é " certled i, ‘Hurtig ious week.
table with coffee, juice, and snacks: Asts’iwy;iﬁngs o ‘hfh P ing, which

word-processed versions of the participart foctis on reviewing edthe Bad.” The
Conversation slowed as the women began ‘E& House, the & d e environments,
on that day was a response to the Prfocrgg‘tfersa):idn ab‘t’u{‘the:élocggemeal or playing
i ourse O cooking  &° men
e e ey g he childen.
s renging o e e 2 o, vt i T
with their children; to contlicts er the constant cleanifi§
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As we were about to begin reading, Elvia Gonzalez! preempted the usual routine
by launching into a discussion of her current domestic plight. Her husband had told
her that he was planning to move the family to Fort Wayne, Indiana, where his
extended family lived. His rationale was that there were more work opportunities
and a greater likelihood of buying a house there. Mrs. Gonzalez was upset by the
prospect of the move. She had lived with her husbands siblings in the past, and their
relationship was conflictual at best. In addition, she had been in Chicago for only
3 years. She was just beginning to put down roots and make a nice home for her
family. To make matters worse, she had heard that no one spoke Spanish in Fort
Wayne, a situation that heightened her fear that the move would lead to isolation and
helplessness. Mrs. Gonzilez was visibly distraught and could not stop talking about
her plight. Eventually, the group encouraged her to write a letter to her husband. The
idea appealed to her, and while we moved on to read the previous week’s pieces, she
wrote.

It was clear, however, that the group was distracted by their concern for Mrs.
Gonzilezs situation, and the womenss hearts and minds were not on their writings.
As soon as the four women had read their work, we turned to Mrs. Gonzalez and
asked her to read her letter. It was a heartfelt but hesitant, sometimes apologetic, plea
for her husband to understand her situation and that of her children and to consider
what was best for them. When she finished, there was a moment of silence. Finally
Marta Rivas spoke up. “It’s all right, Elvia [estd bien],” she began. “But it sounds as
though you are apologizing to your husband for asking for what is best for you and
your children. You have to defend yourself [tienes que defenderte].” And with that
statement Mrs. Rivas told the story of how she had defended herself and her children
to her husband when she discovered that one of his brothers had been hitting one of
her children.

Mrs. Rivas’s story provoked a chain of similar stories from the other women, one
following quickly and passionately after the other. In most of the stories the women
told of situations that had prompted them to defend themselves for the first time.
Eventually Hurtig broke in, suggesting that they might write about the first time they
had stood up for themselves. In the past Hurtig’s suggestions of prompts that
addressed difficult emotional issues or conflictual situations were not well received.

But in this case the women were enthusiastic. The title for their writing that day was
Yo me defiendo (1 defend myself).

?® DISTINGUISHING FEATURES

The workshop method we follow in the CWP is based on the potential for social
criticism and change that abides in the relationship between literacy and art. This
relationship has been discussed by the Caribbean social critic C. L. R. James (see
Adams, 1995, pp. 396-397: Grimshaw, 1992). James thought the artistic expres-
sions of ordinary people contained truths essential for social change. If ordinary
people recognize the truths within their art, James concluded, they are more likely to
trust their capacity to make a better world. As discussed in the Introduction, the

'Names of workshop participants are pseudonyms.
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s We host writing workshops in public plfncin employment ©
- Programs described in this chap?er met_ce agency inia cht
_ Community kitchen and in a social seer e
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principal aim of the CWP is to provide a context in which ordinary pgople can
discover and share these truths. Through creative writing and-group filscussmn,
participants come to appreciate their own and others’ 1<119yvledge and gain a gr(eia;er
understanding of the real conditions of their lives. By writing for each other an dc:r
a larger community that will read their work, the writers come to appreciate 4 t>T
public value of their artistically rendered insights. . ..~:. - WS 1Y

Individual Struggles Viewed as Historical B e e ;
It is characteristic of our approach to the writing workshops tf)C;lreal CXP&T;ﬂC‘;TIS é’e
individual struggle not as psychological matters but as histori qn&tﬁan o e
addressed through creative expression rather than therapy. For instance,

ili tests in
Kitchen workshop participants wrote al?out the lﬁaltress %igﬁgg g:;fi(:nr'[;aa:tivrote of
e employment training program, and i (he 7 gethv: members worked with each

their isolation in a new country. In both instances ) mpt
other to express the stories elegntly, accurately, and tmthfuu)f" :i[e}:ey gl-lggng:;[;ﬁgs
to fix the writers’ personal problems. Only in ‘l_le cor.ltemdf;d mle)emembefs offer
and clarifying the writing through group 'dlscussg;t support was a fortunate
psychological support to each other as individuals. P

by-product of the process, not its primary focus N

Writing Taught in Groups ST L
U measure 0

We teach writing in groups for two reasons: first, beczu;: iilﬁur:nalced by them, and,

success should be one’s capacity to influence others cz;xnan ce of realizing their potential

second, because marginalized people have a b}e;ter o+

to make a better world in a group than they b vihro uch creative expression rather

" We frame our work as building Commumtythat a[gtimes groups with diff'emnt

than as teaching literacy or ESL. This means in the same groups. In mixed-

linguistic or educational backgrounds participate rces for the group’s work and

guage groups, we see linguistic diﬁe'rences as Tesource 7:: : N e
help participants negotiate understanding. i

A Locally Published Magazine R ' t eieﬁ;ent of the program-
The magazine we publish, Real Conditions, is a? m;apfhna‘:orbhop and Qistﬁl;uteo;l
We publish an issue about every 4 months for Following the publicatior © . e
Primarily in the neighborhood where it is Writter mﬂlm.%ﬁd
Issues, we host a public reading, also in ¢ B0 Ton 1o their they are the
and the reading serve notice to the WIters o tell and that they

( ; £ Smries t roduct that
Neighbors that ordinary people have import2? Jocally made Culmﬁl[efl,lecl and ant

L ones to tell these stories. The magAze * 0 e gieplays of
Surfaces publicly in a society that usually eqUit® e

the writers’ 1iel

i N
Titing Workshops Held i ; ht serve ;l  tmining program in 2
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workshops in public housing complexes, libraries, public schools, jails, and
community centers.

@ PRACTICAL IDEAS
Get to Work in the First Session

People will understand the workshop better through practice than through explana-
tion, and they will see that you are serious. Be relaxed but energetic. Have people
write something toward the end of the session. Ask them to give it to you, but leave
them the option not to. Read what is submitted to you carefully before the next
session, and make encouraging comments. Pick out some interesting phrases, and
type them on one page. Hand them out at the beginning of the second session. Make
them the focus of the discussion during the second session. Let the group take
responsibility for carrying the discussion.

Never Miss a Session
Never be late. Carry on if only one person shows up; people will notice.

Wait for Others to Respond to Writing

Do not always be the first one to jump in with a response when the group discusses
a piece of writing, Wait until others start.

Respond Thoughtfully

Be kind and thoughtful in your responses, and encourage others to do the same. Let

the group know how you think the Tesponses can improve the writing and deepen
the discussion. »

Type and Copy Participants’ Writing

Type as much of the submitted writing as you can. Make copies for everyone. Having
copies focuses people’s attention on the writing and puts the authors in the spotlight.

Share Your Own Writing

Occasionally submit your own writing to the group, and ask for responses.

Take Notes and Summarize

Let the discus;ion range far and wide, but keep notes so you can summarize before
eyeryquy writes at the end of the discussion. Point out themes that emerge from the
discussion; they give people ideas for further writing.

Encourage Specificity and Detail in the Writing

Have some Wwriting prompts ready in case people get stuck, but phrase them to
encourage specificity. Say things like, “Dont simply tell us you were angry; describe
for. us the situation that made you angry.” When someone submits a vague piece of
writing, on “friendship,” for instance, ask the writer to tell a true story that will make
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the point. Read something to the group that will demonstrate the appeal of clear,
detailed writing. , RER

Use Photography

i . Ask if anyone would like
Place photographs of the neighborhood around the table. Ask if
to write about them. Take a walk around the neighborhood with the group. Have
someone take pictures, and have the group write about them. ,

Address Language Differences in a Multilanguage Group
From the Beginning

Distribute as many typed translations of the writings as possible. After an oral reading

in the original language, have a translator read the piece aloud in at least one othér
language represented in the room. o o
Frm o e il s the event you will have at the

From the beginning, talk about the publication and the eve o
end of the wg(:rkshgp. Be straightforward about any h;mtauorz; :lr-lla?;u I;\;}Zlg;i%s’
Incorporate as many of the writers’ suggestions as pos&béef.ln [hl; e i bo
let participants know that everything will be presented i b o their words wil
languages, if possible. This piques people’ interest in seeing how |

appear in translation. .

Bring in Sympathetic Guests

Occasional guests give the group a chance
be dazzled by their writing and discussion.

to show offin front of an outsider who will

Keep the Workshop Adult-Focused
ulate

Children visit the workshop to marvel at and em « it he just great if you
talented elders. When outside observers say, “Wouldn't 1tnll)e 'thisg(:flae is for adults
include children?” tell them, “Thats for another progi ¢ or accept. The adults are
creating a culture for the kids to grow into—to retée}i;gi;iﬂ;ss‘" B

the heroes here; they are the thinkers, artists, anE =2

| lishments of their
the accomplis could

® CONCLUSION : et trining class and

in the emplo : ;
Charles Washington (a pseudonym), : studgnF i m‘?ei?lf)my;neal Conditions entitled
a member of the Kitchen workshop, wrote It ap -

“Sauce of Life™: , : ewhére’ which is
inig som ,

Being in the kitchen makes you feel like YO arlee %:f)ll:cl)glsio"e in this class, &%
good, because we; not just me, but all the Pecﬁgn come alive. 1 thank them for
at the top of their game. [They] makejthel?tj,,_ i
being a part of my sauce. ..

: Ll on)’,
Later, in his speech at the graduation Cerermio” " rogrm
astonishing, Hzehonored those who er}te?ed the p ge

hington did some 1
M e sayed (o vayig
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periods of time but failed to graduate. He said they deserved to be part of the
ceremony despite having failed to meet the graduation standards of the employment
training program; they had made contributions in other ways to the success of the
graduates by being a key part of the team that cooked and served the meals.

Mr. Washington’s tribute to those who had not succeeded in conventional terms
puts success in a new light, or at least in one that is rarely considered in U.S.
educational settings (see Varenne & McDermott, 1999). His writing and graduation
comments show clearly that he does not consider success and failure to be a simple
matter of dividing people into those who have mastered certain prescribed tasks and
skills and those who have not. Instead, he recognizes that people contribute in
different ways to the group success and prefers to measure it in those broader terms.
He also implies that people should judge their individual progress on an array of
criteria, including how they contribute to a group and manage their continually
shifting relations with others.

The Real Conditions mission asserts, “Only the collective efforts of ordinary
people can make a better world.” However, to develop creative solutions to
conditions that oppress them, ordinary people need the opportunity to liberate
themselves from conventional ways of thinking, reading, and writing. Through their
discussion and writing, Mr. Washington and the other workshop members strive to
represent the reality of their lives; they collectively put out a magazine that they can
distribute with pride in their communities; and they measure progress by how well
this process happens. In the process they implicitly reject notions of literacy that
reduce it to little more than individual skills or techniques. Literacy is a social act, an
act of knowing the world engaged in by creative subjects. When people collectively
make a cultural product that tells the truth about the real conditions of their lives and
put it out for public discussion, they have become literate.
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