What is Democracy?

Community: A Path toward Participation

Margaret Anderson

When I set out to design a voter education work-
shop for The Literacy Project’s student leadership
program, I thought the project would be fairly
simple. We had developed a model that worked
well to teach a range of leadership skills, includ-
ing communication, conflict resolution, public
speaking, and board involvement. I thought I
could switch the topic and have just as much suc-
cess. But I was wrong! Understanding why I was
wrong gave me a new appreciation for what it
means to do effective voter education. Here’s what
I learned.

Voting Skills Are Not Enough

Before I started the project, I thought that our pri-
mary challenge was to explain the logistics of vot-
ing, critical thinking skills, and media education.
These skills are certainly important. But as the
project unfolded I understood that they are irrel-
evant if voters don’t want to vote. And most of our
students wanted nothing to do with voting.

We saw hostility towards the political pro-
cess early in our project. We started by inviting
participants to spend six weeks learning about
leadership skills and voting. At the end of six
weeks, the participants would become the trainers,
and they’d run voter education workshops in our
ABE and GED classes. We thought it was a great
program design, but the response was lukewarm,
at best. Instead of turning people away, as we had
in the past, we were calling up past participants,
trying to convince them to come.

We forged ahead with only five participants
and dove into the world of voting. Our six weeks
were great. And then it was time to go out to the
classes. Some of the workshops were very success-
ful: we registered over two dozen new voters, sup-
ported our core participants in their development
as leaders, and inspired some students to use their
vote to create positive change.

Need for a Sense of Community

But one workshop was truly a disaster. Things
took a bad turn before we even started talking
about voting. “Tell us your name and where you
are from,” we asked them, as usual. The answers
we got were loaded with meaning. One person
couldn’t decide how to answer the question. “I
don’t really know where I'm from,” she said. “I'm
not really from anywhere.” Another declared,
“I'm from the city, but I'm living here.” The an-
swers grew more heated as we went around the
circle, till one participant really laid it out for us:
“I'm really from Worcester, but I'm stuck in this
damn boring town till I get my GED.” And it went
downbhill from there.

In retrospect, I understand why this common
workshop opener —and the workshop itself —was
such a disaster. This particular group of students
was largely comprised of DSS- and DYS-involved
youth who had been relocated from urban envi-
ronments to our more rural towns. They didn’t feel
connected to a place. In fact, they were “placed”
there by others, mostly against their own will.
They certainly didn’t pay attention to the local is-
sues and campaigns, nor did they feel that the gov-
ernment was looking out for them. Instead, they
saw “community” and “government” as forces
that were lined up against them. Voting —and any
type of community involvement —seemed to them to
be meaningless gestures against such an array of
powers.

I might have thought that this lack of connec-
tion to place was an isolated issue, one that arose
out of the specific circumstances of these young
people. But I heard about the importance of “con-
nection to place” again, this time in a workshop
we ran for our own staff. We learned that the staff
almost always voted in national elections, but they
voted only sporadically in local and state elections.
What made the difference? They needed to have a
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sense of belonging before they would take the time
to educate themselves about the issues and partici-
pate in local elections. If the place they lived didn’t
feel like “home,” they didn’t vote.

As this theme of “place” emerged, I realized
that it was an important lesson, one that goes
well beyond voter education. So many of our
students —and so many of us all—have had nega-
tive experiences with groups, whether it’s in our
families, in our schools, or in the community at
large. Many students are survivors of physical or
emotional abuse. Others speak of feeling left out,
harassed, or embarrassed in school settings. Some
have lived with the violence of war. Many live
in poverty. Add to those experiences an under-
standable anger at injustice and the inequalities
of power within our communities —and it’'s no
wonder that “getting involved in the community”
is not a compelling option.

This line of thought reminded me of why so
many of our leadership programs have been suc-
cessful. We start each session with a community
building activity, using the range of participatory
games well known to workshop leaders. As we
introduce new concepts and skills, we continue to
integrate them with structured, community-build-
ing activities. Our success depends on building a
positive connection to a group so that participants
can interact with one another in non-threatening
and meaningful ways.

It seems to me that this is the most important
work of leadership building — creating a safe place
so that the desire to belong can emerge. Somehow,
just feeling a sense of belonging seems to re-kindle
the hope that it’s possible to build a more just
world. Once we have those intangibles —a sense of
belonging and faith that change is possible — teach-
ing the actual skills of leadership comes fairly
easily. But without those core “issues of the heart,”
all of our skill-building —whether it’s about vot-
ing or any other aspect of civic participation —is
irrelevant.

Margaret Anderson works with the Literacy Project in western
Massachusetts. Reprinted with permission from Field Notes.

Interested in the

connection between literacy
and liberation?

The Change Agent is sponsoring a Social
Justice Strand of Workshops at the COABE
National Adult Education Conference on
April 28 - May 1, 2008, St. Louis, MO

Please join us!

Pre-Conference Session
April 28: Freedom Schools

Learn about the historical role of Freedom
Schools in adult literacy and liberation,
and discuss the implications of using edu-
cation as a tool for freedom today.

Social Justice Workshops
April 29 - May 1, include:

1. Andy Nash, World Ed.: Teaching Basic Skills
Through Socially Relevant Content

2. Martha Merson, TERC: Statistics for Action:
Quantitative Literacy and Social Justice

3. Tricia Donovan, World Ed.: Math—Gateway to
Change

4. Klaudia Rivera, Long Island Univ. and Ana Ma-
cias Univ of Texas, El Paso: Language and Ac-
cess to Education: A Social Justice Issue

5. Ami Magisos, Pima Adult Ed.: AZ Digital Story-
telling for Civic Engagement and Action

6. Silja Kallenbach, World Ed. and Shannon Cox,
Univ. of Maine: Let’s Get Out the Adult Educa-
tion Vote in 2008!

7. Mev Miller, WELEARN: LGBTI and the Language
of Sexual Diversities: From Awareness to Action

8. Sidney Storey, SCALE: Connecting ESOL Learn-
ers with the Community: Building Civic Action
Skills

9. Ora J. Lewis, Acting for a Better Community, St.
Louis, MO: Teaching Writing in a Social Justice
Context

For more information, go to <www.coabeconference.org>

78 The Change Agent — March 2008




