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Evaluation of the 1st group discussions

I. General Data

Date, day and time of meeting: 30th January 2007, 11.00 - 12.30 am
Place meeting held: 
Volkshochschule der Stadt Eschweiler, Kaiserstraße 4a, 52249 Eschweiler 

Moderator/interviewer: 
Dirk Stüber 

Information about the course(s) of the participants:

The “literacy course for functional German speaking illiterates (measures according to § 16 par. 2 SGB II)“ takes place over a period of 8 months and comprises 600 lessons (from Monday to Friday from 9 am till 12.15pm)

Goals of the measures are gaining and improving of reading and writing skills, reduction of disadvantages in competition and the improvement of arrangement of employment on the first and second labour market.

Contents of the course are the communication and consolidation of linguistic competences in reading and writing, basics of grammar/orthography, basic skills in calculating as well as general stabilization of the personality.  

The participants are signing a so-called agreement of integration and are receiving therefore course fee, travelling expenses and probably as well costs of child care during the lessons. In case of regularly attendance benefits are continuously paid.   

The VHS Eschweiler works closely together with the case managers of the local job centre. A catalogue of criteria was produced to identify functional illiterates in the consultation. 

II. Participants – personal data

	Total number of Participants: 10 out of two literacy courses

	No.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8

	Age
	30
	44
	56
	57
	29
	50
	38
	49

	Sex
	♂
	♀
	♂
	♂
	♂
	♂
	♂
	♀


All participants of the group discussion are persons receiving income support who don´t have a certificate of basic secondary schooling. Some of them attended special needs school which they have left prematurely after sixth, seventh or eighth class. One participant did not go to school at all. Some of the participants have a number of children (4 to 8 children).

___________________________________________________________________

III: 
Content analyses of the respective phases of 

Discussion

a) 
The participants preference of media

To gather the participants different preferences of media in every day life the following questions were asked.

1. When you think about of the media, what are your habits of listening and watching? TV, radio, newspaper, magazines …

The participants habits are mainly dominated by watching TV (6 namings) and newspaper (3 namings) as well as other print media like commercial folders etc.

However, television is never used by itself but always in combination with other media like radio, newspaper or both. In this connection the personal contact with other human beings to get information is emphasized.

It becomes clear that teachers are using media specifically to inform themselves and/or to educate themselves. Thus, (local) news, political magazines, history related movies and quiz-shows are named as preferred media contents. Local informations of offers in shops are important too. The function of education and entertaining – the latter is of secondary importance for teachers – is exactly differentiated. For example:

Participant4m57 “For example concerning Television – I´m not very educated – but because of Television – I´m not the one who is watching just movies, I´m one who is watching a lot of politics. I can´t explain it because my vocabulary is not sufficient. I can have a conversation about it. That´s why I like Television. Only … quiz- shows  … Pilawa … or what was it called … RTL … Günther…“

Some participants: “Jauch (Quizmaster).“ 

Participant4m57:  “Jauch. Watching it one can learn as well. And meanwhile I´m able – once I made it to 100 to 100 000. Even if I can´t read and write it. And it has nothing to do with it. Though TV can educate as well. Only if you watch the wrong things – I watch TV – because I can´t read properly, I try … to get it somehow. Mainly to be able to join a discussion. “
Television and radio are sometimes used with a specific aim; for example to be able to understand the newspaper better:

Participant4m57: “Television. That can help too. It can be a bridge. I have noticed the news for example are in the newspaper the next day. When I have hear the news … and I see just the headlines … then I can read better. Then I know almost exactly what happens. Maybe one can read better. When I have not heard the news and I take the newspaper next day and I have the problem that I can´t read the headline … and the headline is everything, I say, and I can´t read the headline, then I can´t read the whole Text.  It´s true with mistakes … I have the habit that when I read that I don´t read the endings. But if I cared, I would read such an article for two hours … Sometimes I skim through it. Yes I know the context, the context I know. Firstly because I have already heard it and secondly because if I don´t hear it, then … reading the headline.  If I can´t read the headline I don´t read anything. That´s the way I do it.“  

b) 
Experiences with pictures, symbols and pictograms in every day life and in class 

In order to gather every day life experiences with pictures, symbols and pictograms the following questions are asked: 

2. In our daily life there are quite a lot of pictures, symbols or pictograms. Are you familiar with those “signs”? Which examples of your every day life do you remember? Which are familiar to you? 

The following examples are named by the participants in the group discussion:

· Pictures, signs, logos at shops, for example “S“ for Sparkasse (bank), pictures of pretzels at a bakery, images of pigs at the butcher, pictures of goods at an electric store or a shoe shop, a picture of glasses at the optician and as well shop window displays at a household goods-shop, signs in the catering trade, a picture of a pair of scissors at the tailor, coloured windows at the Kindergarten 

· Signposting in traffic for example „H“ for Haltestelle (Bus stop); signs in general on the Autobahn, which are showing the direction and/or the exit; road numbers of A roads and Autobahn;  

· Signposting in buildings, for example for fire; emergency exit; arrows showing the escape route; signposting at doors, like “push” or “pull” 
· Prohibiting signs and signs like “keep dog on a leash“ „Swimming is not allowed “; signs on the front door of shops, like „no ice cream“, „no food“; „no mobile phones“; signs in guest houses “to have vacancies” 

All examples named in the group discussion seems to come from every day life. The field of shopping and/or the shop window displays of the shops are very important in the orientation.  Many examples are deriving from the adult education centre where the learner attended class. 

Symbols, pictures and signs of famous brands and companies in advertisement are not discussed.  
In the next step the learners are asked questions which are related to situations and examples in which they regarded pictures, symbols, diagrams and signs as helpful:

Firstly the function of orientation of pictures is emphasized. Some participants are using deliberately pictures, advertisement walls in the streets and other things to remember the way in their surrounding:

Tn4m57: „ (...) For example in former times - when I was not able to read -  in the past I … signs, when I had to go somewhere … let´s say Aachen for example and I had to go for  the second or third time … before I .. the way with signs which were outside … advertisement signs or something like that… I have got them in my head. According to that I was driving.  Meanwhile because I can read now, I don´t do that anymore .“ (...)

 With the advanced learning of writing this strategy seems to be replaced deliberately by reading. The participant continues:

Participant4m57:“I have remembered other things. I wanted to go to Cologne to the zoo – it doesn´t matter where to (…) And – now I got lazier. I don´t watch that much advertisements. I just go for it – and I see – look – the street.“

On A roads and Autobahns the street numbers are favourably used as orientation. Pictures apparently have a special potential of activation for the target group. Things in every day life are chosen according to pictures and are essential for the understanding. The following explanation demonstrates this: 

Participant6m50: “Pictures are helping too, if you want to read a book. If you want to know which person is on it.  If I am interested in, let´s say in history, in Napoleon or something like that, where I m fan of now, if I am interested in then I would like to know which story I read about which human being. Napoleon, what did he do? How did he get big? Why did he fought this war? That´s in this book. But I don´t if it´s written on it and I didn´t spell it together. About who I read now … I know … but I want to see … that´s Napoleon  and he did this and that and when I´m ready I know that I got everything what he did and what he experienced. Here these pictures are very helpful, in books in cooking are very much pictures.  Many different meals from other countries, if you taste one time … wants to try Chinese … or Korean or what do I know … then you have this picture and you say directly “that can´t taste good“, because I find this picture disgusting … if you see the information of this picture and you say, I would never eat it … or what a wonderful meal. I think these pictures are very helpful. For books and cooking-books.“

The advantages of communication via pictures have apparently become more and more clear to the target group. One participant states with confidence: 

Participant5m29: „Pictures are much better then everything is written. As well for children. You can prepare children much better for it. Look! This picture. I have got two children myself. One is 5 years old and the other on 3 years. On the traffic light you have got a green man.(…) this is a big advantage.  This way you can educate children better because children can´t read … they need to be educated. Thus, signs are much better as it were written down. That´s the way I see it.“

Pictures are used deliberately to express oneself and/or to articulate oneself. As become clear in different parts of the discussion learners are often uncertain. One participant makes this especially clear:

Participant6m50: „With pictures -  it´s important for many too again – if you take a postcard. Most people take a nice one which looks nice and which you like. A lady you send flowers I say for example a gentleman. In any case the expression  … or a nice landscape where you were on holiday … there the pictures help a lot … on birthday, yes … then there are nice slogans on it … this card – not just the picture in the front – as well behind …say oh … I want to read it as well … what´s on it … what do I send this people anyway .“

M: I see, contact ... one can ...

Participant6m50: „Contact, for greeting – what´s in front of it: “I greet … “ the greetings you write yourself, what you have experienced. What´s in front of it interests you too, what did he send. There is already written “Happy Birthday“ and the rest you write yourself. I say these cards are all already prepared. Or “Merry Christmas“ is already prepared. The rest you write yourself. This cards are very helpful – with these pictures.“ 
In the next step the participants are being asked if they can remember situations where they had difficulties with pictures and/or in decoding signs and symbols.

The learners had great difficulties in using cashpoints. Here the problem is not that pictures and signs have to be decoded, but that the learners must understand the terms. The participants report that there are more functions at the cash point than in former times. Since then one participant does not use the cashpoint any more and sends his wife now.  Not long ago another one withdrew always 50 Euro because he did not know that he could withdraw other amounts as well. Another participant complains that even when he said that he was dyslexic no one would help him at the bank counter. Cashpoints are a big factor of stress for the participants. At this point the discussion becomes lively. Learners who initially were reserved are reporting of their experiences. 

However, the operation with other machines is not easy for the participants especially when the terms are written in small letters. Positively mentioned is the machine to buy and upload cards for mobile phones:

Participant5m29 :“For example machines which can upload mobile phones. Is written on it D1, D2, Vodaphone, (?) 15 or 25 Euro? Always is depicted big which card and which number you have to type. You will see it always. You will see it.  “

Deliberate procurement of information confronts functional illiterates with great difficulties: Here one is dependent on friends, families or like it became clear in the first section of the discussion on media like TV or radio. For example one participant said: 

Participant4m57: ”Level crossing. There comes. … horizontally stripes are on it. And according to stripes that far – where no barriers are – that far is the level crossing. I did not know it and now by seeing Pilawa (Quizmaster) it was explained that every stripe is 80 meters and when you have 2 Stripes it is 42 metres. Then you know exactly you are two times 40 metres away from level crossing. And most people don´t know that and that´s confusing. Because I didn´t know that. I saw but didn´t know what it mean. You never will lknow it.“

C)
The participants styles of learning

 In order to sensitize the participants for the learning styles the course director conducted an exercise in the run-up. She showed the participants ten pictures and asked them to remember them afterwards. Then the learners felt ten objects and/or were read out ten terms and had to fix them in their memory.    

 By the learners clearly prevails a preference of the visual learning style (6 clear namings of altogether 7 contributions). The visual competence is apparently especially sharpened in the biography of learning of each participant. The numerous examples in the first section makes this clear. The teachers are aware of this and are choosing deliberately the visual access (as it is seen in the preference of media). The visual input of information is supported by auditive and kinaesthetical accesses. Three participants always prefer the visual input of information.

From another participant who did not say anything in the discussion round we get  information concerning the auditive preference of learning:  

Prticipant1m30: “Thus less TV but more radio. Less newspaper  … and when I read something then it is by me, then I have to read it out loudly in order to understand it myself. Or I have to read it two or three times. I have generally problems with it.” 
Furthermore explaining things is regarded as very important for the understanding. The personal contact is as it becomes clear in other parts of the discussion very important.

d) Applicability/usefulness of the learned skills in every day life

In this section the following questions are asked:

3. Is there anything you’re learning now in your class/group – or anything about the way that you’re learning – that you are finding particularly useful for you in dealing with learning or daily life situations?

To learn reading and writing is described by the participants as a great gain. For example: 

Participant3m56: “At least to decode the letters is important – the reading.“

The learners regard the learned as a great relieve in every day life. For example in the field of shopping or in dealing with the post. Here the dependence on other people becomes extremely clear and is felt as a great burden.

Participant5m29: “Or a letter if you get one. That you can read it properly. That you know exactly what´s in it. It´s not the businees of all people what´s in it. I have to trust. It´s actually just for the person who got the letter. Except the woman at home. If she can read better.“ 

This section of the group discussion touches the learners very much so that everybody wants to speak. The moderator has now a mere observing position. The participants are talking about the restrictions they experienced in their lives and gain in certainty and quality of life they got in attending the course. For example a longer passage which punctuates the statements of the participants very good:

Tn4m57: Most important you become more certain. You even get scarred opening the post box. There could be something in it you can´t read. You are - you are dealing with things differently – in life. You have eased the life a bit.  It was so bad, when I had to write things somehow then it already happened – I have a partner. She lives in Viersen – I phoned her and I said. “Uschi this and that.“  I said just one  year ago already attend evening class here.  I progressed a bit. A little bit. Then I phoned Uschi and said. “Uschi what can I do now?“ “I got something” ...”Then read it.“ Then I say. “You know that I start stuttering when I begin to read.”  Then I´m simply not able to do it. I say “I need to fill in someting“ ... I say “I know something“  – One word to another – I say: “I tell you what, I´ll come to you!” Then I was so foolish to go to Viersen!  57 Kilometer there and 57 Kilometer back! Meanwhile I´ve got a certain level. Firstly I´m patient  ... at least I can read. Before I phone I have read it. But that I ... and then it begins. Then I say “ I have to write this and that … are you able to do it… Yes, then I write it down. We do it mostly after 8 pm because it´s cheaper. “Are you able to do it?“ “I went like this and that”, then she said “you can´t write that”. Then she begins to spell. And I´m going to write it. 

Well, every day life has become much more comfortable. You walk… you walk through life differently. It´s so depressing if you can´t read. You can´t imagine. Outsiders can´t know what´s it like. I mean people who can´t write and read are very poor people. Because you have to … you have to read everywhere. You have to write everywhere … or you really have to say … I also went to the bank and there I had to make a transaction … and I said: I´m sorry … I´m not able to do it”. I was I´ve got to say… “ (all participants talk at the same time now)   

Also another participant:

Participant6m50:  “Meanwhile I´m able to, very open, it doesn´t matter who comes in now. Before I was only able to write my name – first name and family name. Now I´m so far, I can write street and many other things. Even doubling (...) many people will now – like he says – they will get hurt, because they get fooled. But they are no fools. It´s because of the parent education. Like it was for me. I had to work a lot when I was young, you know, reading and writing was not important for my mother. She said: “The family has to be supported! Go to the mining, working below ground – earned my money -  that was more important to her. She didn´t spend time educating her children.

The participants are talking about their personal fate, for example why they did not go to school very long. Another learner reports that at school only better pupils were supported. Slower pupils were not supported. Another participant remarks, that difficulties in learning could be innate. He talks about his four year old child that has difficulties in learning too. A doctor has diagnosed a learning disability. The mother has already died. 

Besides learning writing and reading it is important fort the participants to express themselves properly in different situations. Another learner said she pronounces many words wrong and/or skips the endings of the words. She is glad that she can learn it now with the help of the teacher.  

e)  The participants requests of topics

In the last section of the group discussion the participants were asked in which field they would like to have support and/or which topics they would like to deal with.

4. What kind of support would you like to get? How do you help your teacher decide what to teach?

In the beginning these questions caused irritation in the course. One participant assured himself again and asked:

Participant5m29 : “One question. You have asked us what could be improved.“ 

M: “Yes, where you want to have support. Or topics you want to discuss.“

Participant5m29: “Let´s put it this way. Meanwhile she knows much more about us than … let´s ask her what we still need to learn.” 

Apparently the participants have the feeling to have to criticize the teacher and behave reserved or protective. The question asked in the beginning is clearly answered in the negative:

Participant2w44: What the teacher told us is all we need to learn reading and writing.“

One participant is interested very much in the story and would like to know more about eminent persons. Another participant could imagine to make exercises in solving crosswords.

Another participant again tells in detail that he thinks about his life after the course – and as well of the life of the other participants. He utters his firm decision to learn reading and writing but mentions as well anxieties to fall back into former behaviour:

Tn6m50: “Interesting to me his if he can tell us me when the whole group has finished the course. Not everybody is able to solve it completely – to write and read. I don´t know what everybody else is thinking. I´m interested to carry on with the course. If there is another course. If it will be paid – ok I can´t afford it, because I can probably read a bit, but I still can´t read and write. And then I´m just half way through, right? Many say you will make it but I feel that I will make it half way through. Then I still don´t know everything completely to read and write, because much vanishes in every day life – in the family and with friends – or what do I know. And then on Monday morning –at the weekend you have got a few days off - blablabla everything is gone – the letters. And on Monday morning you are educated again. I prefer 4 hours, every day lessons -  instead attending only on Monday like before. If you have done something on Monday evening and then you went to work …  you are shattered in your head.  I´m interested if you have the opinion. “Will everybody make it?“...  and the most of the participants say in every day life – I don´t have to. I attended the course. Why should I carry on at home.“ They don´t do anything at home. They are watching TV, going out, are drinking beer and then they forget about it. Then it´s in the cupboard … then the course was in vain. But I want to learn more. Where I started in the beginning I did not put much effort in it and he always gives me a push. Come on! Let´s go.“ Like a little child – more and more … I always wanted to know more. What does that mean and that. Like a knowledge scientist… or … What´s written here I want to know… Thus I have to find it out. When I read that I don´t want that my wife says: “Flower is written on it.” I look first – well you said flower but then I want to write flower on my own. If I make a mistake I rub it out until the word is right. Because I´m strong willed. “I want to write this word on my own.“ 
General comments regarding the group discussion:

The first group discussion in the adult education centre in Eschweiler met all expectations concerning the method of the group discussion. There was a very open, friendly and informal atmosphere. The participants of the group discussion complemented one another so that the synergy effects came fully into effect. The discussion did not have to be supported very much. As a moderator I sometimes had to stop the learners in order to deal with all questions in the time window of 90 minutes. One participant could be identified as the opinion leader of the group. He already completed several evening courses and is one of the eldest in the course and asked to speak more often than anybody else. He is able to talk about his feelings and experiences in detail so that he motivated the group very much. The group gained a lot of it because with his contributions he was an encouragement and respected other opinions too. 
In the group discussion the course director and head of section were present and a support for the participants. The head mistress spoke very freely. Assurements of the participants were seldom observed even not on a nonverbal level. 
It became very much clear that the course director and the head of the section were important confidant persons for the participants. 

In many parts of the discussion the learners justify not having learned to read and to write. They often mentioned that people who studied are making mistakes and that they don´t know everything. This was said again and again in the discussion and could be related to former stigmatization and exclusion.    

It is remarkable that the participants are giving inquiries of intimate fields in their own biography. The hospitation in the run-up of the group discussion was very helpful because examples of the course could be used in the discussion.

Dirk Stüber
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