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DID YOU GET A LINK?

• Building Literacy: A learner-Centred 
Guide for Tutors, Teachers and 
Practitioners of Adult Literacy

• Emily Robinson Leclair   
Alberta’s Community Learning Network 



1.What strikes me about these literacy landmarks is …?

2.   What we should learn from these landmarks is…?

3. What we should try to do differently into the future is…..? 



LET’S GET STARTED: 

HERE ARE SIX OF 
OUR MAJOR LANDMARKS



….. from England, to the United 

States, to Canada…with international 

influences along the way.

And my “backstories” on the research 

“adventures” involved.



Robert Carlson (1981) has observed that:
philosophical and historical research are:
“in fact the most effective methodologies for         

understanding practice [because] they 
provide the sort of perspective that lets us  
determine 

• where we have come from, 
• what we are doing and why, 
• where we appear to be going, 
• and how we might influence events in a 

humane direction.” (p.3) 



Criteria for a Landmark?

1.documented

2. organized 

3. influential with lasting impact

4. in English-speaking world 



Six influential landmarks and their founders in the   
English-Speaking world 

Date:        Landmark:                        Founder

1. 1812: Bristol School                   William Smith

2.  1857   Kingston YMCA                  ???

3.  1862: Port Royal Experiment     Rev. Wm. Nicholson

4.  1889: Hull House                         Jane Addams

5.  1911: Moonlight Schools           Cora Wilson Stewart 

6.  1899: Frontier College                 Rev. Alfred Fitzpatrick



#1 Dr. Thomas Pole

Pole’s History
of the Bristol School 

Movement



My visit to the rare Book Room 
British Library

London 





(mercifully) renamed 

Pole’s History 
of the Bristol School Movement

(Dr. Coolie Verner)



#1 1812 The Bristol School Movement 

“Why give out Bibles to those who 
can’t read?”

• “During the second annual meeting of 
the local [Methodist] auxiliary of the 
Bible Society…at the Bristol Guild Hall 
…..[it was decided] “Not being able to 
read [the illiterate poor] were unlikely 
to benefit by possession of the Bible” 
(Martin, 1924). 



Our humble founder 

• William Smith, “a poor, humble, and 
almost unlettered individual… 
occupying no higher rank than that of 
door-keeper  to a Methodist chapel… 
conceived the idea of instructing the 
adult poor to read the holy scriptures.” 
(Hudson, 1851/1969, p. 2)



William Smith (1812) 

• “Relinquished three 
shillings weekly from his 
small wages of eighteen 
shillings per week” to 
cover expenses (Hudson, p.4) .



• First adult learners on March 8, 1812 
were William Wood, age 63, and Jane 
Burrace, age 40. 

• Smith “engaged other apartments in 
the same neighborhood, for the 
reception and instruction of the 
illiterate poor, who were daily applying 
to him for admission” (Hudson, p. 4).



Leading to Pole’s History (1814)

• First written history of adult education 
in the English-speaking world.

• First time the term “Adult Education”
appeared in print. 



Bristol Movement becomes  
international

• By 1816, 
• In just 4 years…………..

• 55 schools for men and women, 
• with a total membership of 1,581 
• adult "schools in Ireland, New York, 

Philadelphia and Sierra Leone” (Kelly, 
1962, p. 150). 



Why invest time and money on 
illiterate adults anyway?

Simply Put
• According to Pole: “Industry, frugality, 

and economy will be their possession.
• They will have also learned better to 

practice meekness, Christian fortitude, 
and resignation.”  

(1814, p. 19)



ECONOMIC REASONS 

“Our poor rates will thus be lightened, 
our hospitals, alms-houses, 
dispensaries, and other public charities 
less encumbered…”

(1814, p. 19)



ENHANCED MORALITY 

“Education, the perusal of the sacred
scriptures and other religious books, 
have a tendency to moralize and 
Christianize the minds of men—instead of 
idleness, profaneness and vice—They 
inculcate diligence, sobriety, frugality, 
piety, and heavenly-mindedness.” 

—in Verner, 1967, p. 18, original published 1814 



Through the 19th and  20th

centuries we will see:
•Volunteerism
•Commitment
•Compassion
•Selfless giving
•Learning by doing

intended to
•Improve morality
•Improve citizenship 
•Improve the economy

Learners’ 
felt  needs
were not

seriously 
considered  
until the late 
20th century



(#2) Kingston YMCA 1859
Kingston Library Annual Report, cited in Ross p.26)

“on Monday evening. Classes in reading, spelling, 
and grammar; 
• Tuesdays, history and geography; 
• Thursdays, Bible classes—study of the old 

Testament—
• Fridays, writing and arithmetic. These classes 

are open to all, but especially to young men, 
working men and apprentices.”



Volunteers have been teaching 
adult literacy since 1859

• “ These were…among the earliest 
experiments in adult education in this 
country” 

(Ross, 1952, p. 26).
BACK STORY…. I visited Toronto Main library

I had called Kingston Main Library & YMCA

More Research needed about the Kingston YMCA 1859



#3. Port Royal Experiment, SC, 1863
Enslaved going to the Fields 



#3   Fugitive slaves, escaping Virginia 1862



Port Royal Experiment, SC, 1863

• November  7, 1861: General Thomas W. 
Sherman (not Wm Tecumsa) was 
greeted by 10,000 freed slaves . . . near 
starvation, all unable to read or write. 

• In 1740, South Carolina was the first 
state to pass a law making it illegal to 
teach slaves to write and in 1834, it had 
been made illegal to teach slaves to 
read in South Carolina. 



• If slaves were caught learning to read, 
punishments could include having 
one’s (writing) fingers chopped off, 
whippings, beatings, being branded 
with hot irons, or even being hanged.

(Quigley, 2006) 



FOUNDER OF THE PORT ROYAL 
SCHOOL (later the Penn School)

• Rev. William T. Richardson and 
members of the Gideonite religion 
sailed from New York City March 3, 
1862.

• Bible and other curricula as texts.
• Freed slaves came along the dusty 

roads to “taste the forbidden fruit”
• Richardson worked himself to death.



Penn School survived in later years



Port Royal Experiment

What was the real experiment?

Were the Freedmen capable of 
learning to read and write??



back story

Interviewed author John Rachel 

I called literacy program in Port Royal

I was on the board of Lindy Boggs 
National Center for Community Literacy 

Visited Tulane University 
(Amistad Research Centre) 



Moving to…
MOVING ON TO CHICAGO 



Jane 
Addams

Founder
of Hull 
House

#4. HULL HOUSE, 
MOVEMENT   
CHICAGO. 1889



• Jane Addams and her friend, Brenda 
Starr Gates, took up residence in the 
house formerly belonging to the Hull 
family. Chicago, September 18, 1889. 

• Soon joined by other women, including
Julia Lathrop and Florence Kelley.

(Linn, 1935) 

HULL HOUSE, CHICAGO. 1889 



Chicago
slums 

around
Hull 

House



Teacher
Miss 
Bell
and a 
Citizen-
ship 
class 



Jane Addam’s mission 

“Jane Addams never became a radical 
in religion, in economics or in politics, 

but . . . she did come to believe that 
her main task was to eliminate poverty 

rather than to comfort the poor
[emphasis added]” (Davis, 1973, p. 74). 



backstory

• Visited Hull House Museum in Chicago
while in Illinois as a doctoral student.

• The story of Hull House and the 
Settlement House movement well 
documented in histories of education in 
the USA (e.g., Cremin)  



TURNING TO LANDMARK  #5



1911
Cora 

Wilson 
Stewart

founder of 
the 

Moonlight 
Schools of 
Kentucky



#4. Moonlight Schools of Kentucky
• 1911 Cora Wilson Stewart opened Little 

Brushy schoolhouse in Rowan County, 
KY. 

• When the moon was shining bright..
• 1,200 enrolled in first year; 1,600 the 

second, 
• by 1913, 25 counties in Kentucky had 

established Moonlight Schools for 
adults.



As editor of…

• the weekly Rowan County 
School Messenger newspaper, 

• Stewart  wrote short sentences 
and word repetition for adult  
students in the school houses 
and delivered to the wider 
readership.



• Within Four Short Years:  
• Alabama had started “Adult Schools” 
• South Carolina “lay-By Schools” 
• North Carolina & Georgia “Schools for 

Grown-Ups” 
• 1915, Washington created adult night 

schools on the KY model, 
• as did Minnesota & New Mexico.
----------------------------------------------
Mississippi, Arkansas, New York, 
Pennsylvania, North Carolina and Georgia 
soon followed.



She wrote The Country Life 
Readers for the many rural 
students in the KY schools 

and this was the model for 

The Soldier’s First Book used by  
soldiers in World War One



back story 

• I had a chance to visit the Little 
Brushy School House Museum in 
Morehead KY

• Took photos of framed pictures 
around the walls



With a colleague at original Little Brushy Schoolhouse 
in Morehead KY







• In 1920, she put forward a bill before 
the Kentucky legislature for $75,000 to 
continue the work of the Moonlight 
Schools.  It was defeated. 

• The (all-male) superintendents chose 
not to support the Moonlight Schools. 

• Some derided Stewart. Some called her 
efforts “Quixotic” 

• saying Adults “won’t learn.”



On December, 1958, 
Stewart died in relative 
obscurity at age 61 in a 
North Carolina nursing 

home.



Last Landmark: 
Turning to Canada..



Alfred 
Fitzpatrick

Founder 

#6   FRONTIER 
COLLEGE,

1899

Who is this?



1899
FRONTIER COLLEGE & THE SOCIAL GOSPEL 

• For Alfred Fitzpatrick, 
the social gospel meant 
knowledge is,“the
God-given right 
of every person, not the 
exclusive privilege
of the favoured few.”

(Morrison, p. 8*)



Raised in Pictou Co. Nova 
Scotia 

Ordained Presbyterian 
Minister



Saw what the lumber 
industry was really like in 

California

Two brothers missing 



• Fitzpatrick began his literacy work in a 
lumber camp in the community of 
Nairn, Northern Ontario, in 1899 

• Set up his next Reading Camp in 
October, 1900.



1910
lumber camp bunkhouse





Reading Tent 
Building Canada’s early railways 



Men laying down track in the 
1970’s



Some of the famous who volunteered as 
labourer-teachers  

• Dr. Norman Bethune (Surgeon/China) 

• Hon. Roy McMurtry (ON Chief Justice)

• Hon. David Peterson (Premier ON)



2015 Indigenous Summer Literacy 
Camps grow to 99 across Canada



• The original institution remains alive and flourishing

TODAY VOLUTEERS STILL ACTIVE 

• Volunteer labourer-teachers still work alongside 
migrant workers on farms and in market gardens

• Labourer-teacher volunteers work in white-collar & 
blue-collar settings with work-place literacy 

• “Beat the Street” programs for the street people in 
major cities often physically and mentally challenged 
and marginalized due to low or no literacy

• Prison literacy, Aboriginal learners & young people. 



Frontier College’s Philosophy Today
• “Everyone has a right to learn”

• “We go where people are, rather than expecting 
them to come to us”

• “Every place is a learning place”

• “We value a tutorial partnership where the 
learner and tutor respect and learn from each 
other”

• “We value the contributions learners, volunteers, 
and partners make in the learning experience”



Back story
At Algonquin College 1976, Audrey Thomas host

Formed Movement for Canadian Literacy

Jack Pearpoint President

• UNESCO award for world-wide achievement  

• “No illiteracy in Canada” Secretary of State

• Frontier College awarded UNESCO award 1977



Our landmarks 

• Time for a 20 minute break
Date:    Program:                                  Founder

1. 1812: Bristol School                   William Smith

2.  1857   Kingston YMCA              ???

3. 1862: Port Royal Experiment     Rev. Wm. Nicholson

4. 1889: Hull House                         Jane Addams

5. 1911: Moonlight Schools           Cora Wilson Stewart 

6. 1899: Frontier College                 Rev. Alfred Fitzpatrick



LET’S TALK 

towards a new 
conversation 



Remember Robert Carlson?

“Historical & philosophic research can provide the sort 
of perspective that lets us determine”…

• where we have come from, 
• what we are doing and why, 
• where do we appear to be going, 
• and how we might influence events 

in a humane direction.” (p.3) 



1.What strikes me about these literacy landmarks is …?

2.   What we should learn from these landmarks is…?

3. What we should try to do differently into the future is…..?

15 minutes 



• WE NEED TO CONTINUE THIS 
CONVERSATION INTO THE 

FUTURE

• MY THOUGHTS AS PART OF 
THIS CONVERSATION ARE …



More than 700,000 British Columbian adults 
have significant

problems with literacy.

16% of British Columbians are at Level 1 or 
below

We have fallen off the political & media radar 



WE TODAY FACE TWO MAJOR 
CHALLENGES 

1. Society-wide challenges of a history of
prejudice and stigmatization towards low 

literacy  (Gregg) 

We have inherited “Literacy Classism”

2. Field-wide
We need to be more visible  



WHAT IS LITERACY CLASSISM?
“The concept of classism denotes a negative 
relation between classes where one class 
treats another class differently based on the 
first group’s perception of cultural values and 
social status in the second group.

Classism is amplified by conscious or 
unconscious biases that reinforce one class 
as better than another. 

Having such a view is not always a conscious 
act’” (Zacharakis, Patterson & Quigley, 2020) 



Yet we live in a time of change
and hope



rightsrights rights



• THE ISSUE AT THE SOCIETAL LEVEL
• It helps no one in literacy to be hidden, 

invisible or voiceless—not learners, not 
programs, not the work force, not society. 

• The stigmatization of low literacy is wrong

Literacy needs to be reframed as a human   
right. Not simply as a “social benefit.” 



• Volunteer literacy and ABE programs are 
dependant on annual grants. We need 
adequate, longer term stable funding.  

• Without adequate resources and stability, 
our programs are “forever reactive.” Rarely 
pro-active. Difficult to do long term planning. 

• Lack of resources creates a lack of staffing 
security. “Careers” & “promotions” are rare.

THE ISSUE AT THE PROGRAM LEVEL 



What can we do at the program level?

• Teaching/tutoring should build learner 
confidence, pride and self-advocacy. 

• Stronger learner voices are needed.

• Learners should tell their stories to the media 
& post their stories on our program web-sites.

• Learners should present their stories at social 
clubs, faith-based institutions & to political 
figures/groups.

BE MORE  VISIBLE 



• We can invite policy-makers into our programs.

• Our communities should know where every one of 
our programs are as well as….

• What we do and be supportive to our programs. 

Our programs and learners need to be more visible
(Nancy Woods) 



International Literacy day was 
established by UNESCO in 1965 to 

“remind the public of the 
importance of literacy as a matter 

of dignity and human rights.”

Did you know



• We don’t own literacy

• Low literacy is a complex 
society-wide issue

• We need to work with our allies   



On international Literacy Day (Sept 8)   

Delegations of literacy stakeholders

Ø should lobby policy-makers for change 

Ø Stakeholders should seek media exposure 

Ø Literacy needs to presented as a human 
right, not only as a “social benefit”

Ø Stigmatizing low literacy needs to be 
recognized and addressed on every level. 



In conclusion, we need to   
be more visible & we need to 
be heard if we are to have a 

better future



Seem 
impossible?



As Quaker Jonathon Dale tells us: 

“First we must dream. 
nothing is harder. . . Because 
“Dreaming has to break through 

the
constantly reinforced assumption 

that ‘There is no alternative’
…realism is all.”



We always have 
alternatives



That was my food 
for thought 

COMMENTS?



Thank You

aquigley@stfx.ca


