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The Uses and Consequences of Literacy Among Salvadoran
Campesinog/as: A Longitudinal Study

Esther Prins
The Pennsylvania State University
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Abstract: This paper uses data from a longitudinal study ¥armer adult
literacy participants in El Salvador to examine haampesinos/as currently use
literacy and what they perceive as the temporadylamg-term socio-economic
benefits of literacy education. The findings unders the social dimensions and
multi-faceted nature and consequences of literacy.

Studies examining the social and economic consegsenf participation in adult literacy
education (ALE) have illuminated how people in idist sociocultural settings use literacy skills
and programs for varied purposes, in some casddiegéhem to improve their lives (e.g.,
Kalman, 2005). Most claims regarding the purpoliedefits of ALE participation are based on
studies conducted upon program exit. Only a fewgitowlinal studies, however, have explored
how participants continue to use literacy in thigily lives and which, if any, benefits persist
over the years. Accordingly, the purpose of thiglgtwas to examine how former literacy
participants in a rural Salvadoran village currgethgage in literacy practices and how they
perceive the long-term social and economic benefisLE participation, if any. This study
provides insights into the temporary or long-teraune of literacy acquisition and changes in
learners’ lives and which aspects of ALE partidpatearners considered most meaningful.

Theoretical Framework

Previous large-scale, longitudinal studies havéecally employed surveys and/or
interviews to explore long-term outcomes of ALEtgpation, including academic skills and
development, health, psychosocial and economichetg, and civic participation (e.g.,
Bingman, Ebert, & Bell, 2000; Griffin et al., 199Hua & Burchfield, 2003; Smith, 1999). By
contrast, this study affords insights rarely obedim large-scale studies, as it used ethnographic
research to explore Salvadoran adults’ accounttsenf current literacy practices and reflections
on the literacy classes, 5% years after classesdenddecember 2001.

To analyze the data | draw on the New Literacy B&ica body of scholarship that has
challenged the prevailing assumption that partiejpain ALE leads, in a linear, causal fashion,
to increased economic productivity, self-esteemgndove development, or similar outcomes
(e.g., Betts, 2003; Robinson-Pant, 2004; Stre€t1 R0/iewing literacy as a social practice
rather than a discrete set of technical skills {@arHamilton, & lvanic, 1999), this theoretical
perspective explores how adults use literacy feirtbwn purposes, the meanings they attribute
to it, and how literacy practices shape (and aapesti by) specific sociocultural settings. Some
NLS scholars, however, have been reluctant to “éxarme role of literacy capabilities and
practices in progressive forms of social changd,the production of agency” (Maddox, 2007,
p. 257). As such, | explore in this paper how peajyhw on literacy skills and participation to
exercise new forms of agency, actions that areyswanstrained by social structures.



Setting and M ethods

The original study (2001-02) used ethnographic @eticipatory methods to examine
how participation in a literacy program in two rugalvadoran villages fostered or limited
women’s and men’s personal, interpersonal, an@écible empowerment. Fifty-six
campesinos/aattended Freirean-inspired literacy classes frorgustito December 2001. Many
learners identified psychosocial benefits of pgstiton such as new friendships and improved
self-expression, yet there were few changes irectlle agency or gender equity (Prins, in
press). Based on a 2007 follow-up study in Colitha,focal village in the 2001 study, this paper
investigates two questions: How do former literpayticipants currently use literacy? What do
they perceive as the temporary and long-term sectmomic benefits of literacy education?

Since 2001 | have maintained contact with my Colimoat family (including a literacy
facilitator), a relationship that enabled the fallap study. Over two weeks | interviewed 12
adults who participated in the initial study. Age@ito late 60s, all were campesinos/as with
limited schooling (0 to B grade). I interviewed individually or in pairs bigpf the 11 learners
who had attended Class A (all women)—the focalsciaghe 2001 study—and four of the six
learners from Class B (all men). Two former leasngere unavailable, two had migrated to the
U.S., and one had passed away. | also conductaechia §roup with three women from Class A.
Interviews explored learners’ current uses of ditgr, which benefits of literacy education
(mentioned in 2001) had or had not persisted, henl memories of literacy classes, among
other topics. Participants received a popular eilutatyle book. Interviews were conducted in
Spanish, recorded, and transcribed verbatim bya&aran. The paper also draws on field
notes regarding local and national socio-econofmmanges, learners’ life circumstances, and
literacy practices. All but one of the learners wasrviewed in 2001, allowing me to compare
their responses across time. Content analysis s& o code the original Spanish transcripts.

Findings

It is important to situate the research findingghi@ sociocultural setting, one marked by
persistent social and economic problems, postwaalkwaolence, and widespread migration.
Between 2001 and 2007 learners experienced manghHenges, including motherhood, the birth
of children, changes in marital status, droppingadischool, and migration of immediate family
members and friends to the U.S. Learners and eth&gers struggled with the escalating cost
of living and scarce, poorly paid work, especiafier the closure of Colima’s sugar mill. In
response to these conditions two former learnemnsiddle-aged woman and a young man) and
two former facilitators (a young man and womandnglwith countless other villagers, have left
to find work in the U.S. These economic changegyin, have shaped local literacy practices.

Literacy Practices

During the previous six years, three former leasred enrolled in another literacy class,
but it was discontinued due to low enrollment. Nloeo literacy classes had been offered. Two
learners stated they had learned no literacy dkiltee 2001 class and one forgot the little she
had learned, since her efforts to help her familyise economically left little time to practice
reading and writing. Regardless of their literabifities, all learners encountered “literacy-
demanding” and “literacy-generating” spaces (Kalp2005) such as schools, health clinics,
banks, churches, and agricultural work. Salvadteamers’ literacy and numeracy practices
mirrored many of those identified by Kalman in Mexi includingeveryday literacy activities
(e.g., utility bills, children’s health documengspduct labels)ollowing up on official business



(e.g., remittances, job applicationggrsonal reading and writine.g., letters, poems),
children’s schoolinde.g., helping with homework), amaiblic reading and writinde.g., signs,
buses). The most common reading materials incltiiedewspaper (n=7), the Bible (n=6), and
books (e.g., children’s school books, storybooksk(, while product labels and instructions
(n=4), documents (n=3), signs (n=3), and bills (nw8re the most common types of document
literacy. Learners compensated for the scarcityexpense of reading materials by copying song
lyrics (including English songs), poems, Bible &»dnd the like. They described copying not as
a passive activity but as an active way to leamember, and preserve texts they deemed
important. Learners also practiced writing (e.mnature), signed official documents, and
engaged in personal writing, everyday writing (ecgach wrote softball team lineup) and, in
one case, workplace record keeping (list of agtical workers’ names and productivity).

Two literacy practices—completing paperwork to reeeemittances and corresponding
via letters with North American child sponsors—mattention because they reflect shifting
economic conditions and livelihood strategies stitating how economic forces structure what
people do with literacy, and why (Brandt, 2001; @agl1998). Esmeralda relied on others to
perform the literacy tasks involved in receivingiitances: When her eldest son called from the
U.S., she asked another son to write down the tantié code, which she later presented to a
bank clerk, using her fingerprint to verify her indiéy. Esmeralda’s completion of remittance
paperwork, then, both reflects and reinforces amniliy’s—and Salvadoran society’'s—reliance
on migration as a survival strategy, implicating imetransnational flows of communication and
capital. Similarly, many Colima families enroll thehildren in a NGO child sponsorship
program, requiring them to write two letters pealy@Vhen Esperanza and Karla Maria write
letters to their children’s English-speaking spaastheir actions are molded by North-South
political economy, NGO expectations for sponsoigieat relations and letters, and Salvadoran
letter writing conventions. They had no way of fgnig, however, the accuracy of the NGO’s
translations or whether information was omittedvfreponsors’ letters or their own.

With the exception of three learners with more auteal literacy, all received some help
with literacy tasks, illustrating the collaboratimature of literacy (Fingeret, 1983; Kalman,
2005). Learners typically asked individuals whomyttrusted and who they thought could read
or write well—usually relatives, their children, foiends. One person (a young woman with a
sixth grade education) was content asking for halpptwo people gave ambiguous responses.
However, four out of seven said they would feelrfvieappy” if they could perform these tasks
by themselves. For example, Karla Maria stated;duild feel happy because | [would] know
that | could accomplish it by myself.” Another pensworried about the loss of privacy when
dictating letters to her child, explaining thatrin@vas some information she would not want her
children to know, such as advice to a friend alatithate health problems.

Short- and Long-Term Benefits of Literacy Education

Policy makers and scholars have long attributeteamed economic well-being to
literacy, as people with advanced literacy skide presumably acquire better-paying jobs. Most
learners in this study viewed literacy as imporfantheir personal development, dignity, and
ability to defenders¢defend themselves), but only three participaritsr(an) used literacy in
income-generating activities, for example, wherdieg pesticide instructions or recording farm
laborers’ names and productivity. Although mosth&f women engaged in the informal
economy (e.g., doing laundry for neighbors), naported reading or writing in these activities,
despite (in two cases) a sixth grade educatiorntness did not believe attending literacy classes



had improved their economic well-being, and all v person described their economic
situation as the same or worse than it was befodd.2Her family was better off because her
mother had migrated and started sending remittan€esthese individuals, literacy education
alone did not produce economic benefits (see Cam&iGameron, 2006). As learners
explained, there were few jobs and even unskiked. ( cleaning) jobs increasingly required™a 9
grade or even high school education—something ahgt campesinos/as have no chance of
attaining after dropping out of school, no mattewtwell they may later learn to read and write.

In the 2001 study, learners emphasized the psyclaldmenefits of attending literacy
classes and developing literacy skills, includinganced self-esteem and self-expression,
diminished timidity, and making new friends, amarigers. Some of the personal and
interpersonal changes identified in 2001 appeé&etshort-lived. For instance, two people who
claimed in 2001 that attending literacy classepéxatkthem get along better with their partner
have since separated. Three learners—all women-étioésy had begun to fepena(shame,
timidity, embarrassment) again because they nodonget and talked with peers in class. A 19
year-old mother of two explained: “When you livelated, no one visits you. You talk most
with family members, but there are times when yeecdtrusted people to talk to about some
problem or something that’'s happening to you....iBubu don't talk to anyone, you become
shy and timid again.” To regain the confidence thag felt in 2001, these women believed they
would need to resume attending classes.

Similarly, women in 2001 described the classesstedor social distraction
(Stromquist, 1997), a place where they could fotigeir worries, have fun, and release pent-up
emotions esahogarsg which in turn helped improve their mental healththis regard, the
classes were especially important because womeisdéted, usually had to ask for their
partner’s or parents’ permission to go out, andeveelely responsible for chores and
childrearing. After the program’s conclusion, worisesple opportunities for social distraction
were church, a women’s softball team, watching menccer games, and a communal radio run
by youth.Without the literacy classes, women had one lepsmpnity for play and affiliation,
capacities that are vital to human flourishing (dheaum, 1999).

According to learners, longer-lasting changes idetbenhanced ability to communicate
and express themselves, feeling closer to Godtipirag the culturally valued forms of
communication and sociabilitg@ducacion they had learned in classes, getting along beftér
friends and family, and feeling more confident &k timid. For instance, Mayra stated, “My
fear left me. | was very timid; all of that left fievhile Esmeralda shared that she had learned
“to be educaddfriendly, well-mannered]—you don’t forget thatnd to have love for people.”
Some learners described how they had developed tagmcities and applied them in their lives,
for example, by speaking up more in meetings. Kislidaia described how she had learned to get
along convivir) with her friends: “Before | didn’t know how to kee people very much and |
didn’t know how | might offend them.... At least ndvam a little more aware of the great love
one has for people.... In the class, I noticed thahen the smallest things we asked each other
and helped each other. So that's how we need tutstde of class.” All four of the men but
only two out of five women claimed that they noden feltpeng signaling the gendered
dimensions of timidity among campesinos/as. Learadributed most of these long-term
changes to social interaction in their classest thacher’s actions (e.g., small group work,
having students read aloud), or participatory negeactivities undertaken for the 2001 study.

Most learners still saw and talked to former clas®®s who lived nearby and considered
them friends, but with a few exceptions they naylemspent time together consistently.



Consequently, several people stated they no lostgged as much trust with former classmates.
As Esperanza put it, the trust “dissipates daydoy dT o regain the same degree of trust,
learners believed they would need to resume attgredasses and conversing together.

Finally, it is striking that when asked to describeir memories of the literacy classes,
few learners discussed instruction. Rather, theglied social aspects suchasvivencia
(sharing, coming together), having fun, talkingd amaking friends, as well as the participatory
research activities. Esperanza summarized theseremnsaying, “It was really nice because
we all talked and expressed what we felt—and wigedom.” In sum, both literacy classes and
research activities provided a meaningful sociacspone that continues to live in the collective
memory through conversations and, in some caseghbtos learners kept.

Discussion and Conclusion

This longitudinal study indicates that, to varyuhggrees, former literacy participants
continue to use reading and writing in their déiles, either independently or with assistance.
However, post-literacy services are also needsdpport continued literacy learning. While the
ability to read or sign documents such as vac@natcords, utility bills, or remittance forms
may appear routine or inconsequential to highlycatkd persons, Brandt (2001) suggests “the
dominion of documents [in modern life] in very r@eys constructs who we are and to what we
are and are not entitled” (p. 49). The ability avigate these practices, then, is crucial,
especially for socially and economically vulneratéenpesinos/as.

Secondly, most learners received some help wehelily tasks from relatives and friends,
yet we cannot assume that this is how thapntto engage in literacy, for as Brandt (2001)
writes, “the literacy that people practice is rfa titeracy they necessarily wish to practice” (p.
8). Distributed literacy is often celebrated in N&Sa sign of ingenuity and interdependence, but
we need to discern under what conditions it nustarehampers people’s capacitydiefenderse
and exercise agency, and when it signals interdbgpee or exclusion and constraint.

Many psychosocial, economic, and cognitive benétitge been attributed to literacy
(Bartlett, in press). The findings support otheidgts showing that the consequences of ALE
participation are not linear or uniform, but ratkepend on the ways people in specific
sociocultural settings acquire, use, and adapimgaxhd writing for distinct purposes, and the
ways they use the social space literacy classesdafBartlett, in press). According to learners,
ALE participation did not improve their economitusition, mainly due to the labor market
structure and rising educational standards. Furthervariation in what learners deemed short-
or long-term changes reveals the difficulty of ming specific consequences of literacy, and
the need to investigate what reading, writing, attending literacy classes mean to people, both
symbolically and materially. As this study suggebtsracy participation entails much more than
developing technical skills; it also serves sopialposes that can enhance psychosocial well-
being and relationships (Horsman, 1990). Thatditgrclasses constituted a valued social space
also helps explain the fleeting nature of increasseskrtiveness, self-expression, friendships, and
some of the other changes reported in 2001: Afieictasses ended, learners no longer practiced
the communicative and interactional routines tlzat prompted these changes. Like a muscle,
these capacities and relationships may atrophygrdisuse. Despite the short-term nature of
some literacy benefits, this study suggests learc&n and do draw on their prior experiences in
literacy classes to enrich their lives, especitdlglaim the identity of an educated person.

Finally, learners’ memories of the 2001 researdlviies underscore the value of using
popular education and participatory methods (engpping, skitsdinamicagicebreakers],



participatory photography) in research and literiasyruction. For instance, Karla Maria
remarked, “I think what we felt the most was thatwere important to someone.” Her

comments suggest that in addition to providing yment and nurturing friendships and
communicative competence, such activities canaffson adult learners’ inherent value.
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