Amity Reading Clubs


“IT ISN’T WHAT WE DO, IT’S THE WAY THAT WE DO IT”

A Previously Unpublished Paper Written In 1977 By 

Supervising Tutor Stephen P Portlock

We publish it now because much of it is as relevant today as it was when originally drafted, the Case Histories offer particularly useful insights.

CLIENTS

It is extremely difficult to categorise Amity’s clients in any specific way, except to say that they are all individuals who in one way or another and for a variety of reasons, are literally handicapped.  Further generalisations are difficult to maintain, intellectual ability and potential are very broad, so too are race, colour and class.  All have the superficial desire to improve their literacy skills, for a variety of stated reasons.  However, there is also the fundamental knowledge and desire in each client to extend their potential, with the recognition that they need help to do so.  

Amity’s clients share experiences of failure in scholastic terms, plus the feeling of inferiority and failure as a full person, in their own terms, in relation to themselves and to their world.  

It is these emotions and motivations which heavily influenced the origin and development of the Amity approach.  Amity’s clients require far more than being simply taught to read and write; this they have tried and failed many times over.  It would be futile to expect them to enter a class environment and to attempt yet again to overcome the same, or even modified hurdles of literacy.  Such an approach will only reinforce their sense of failure and futility.

Nevertheless, literacy problems are the bait on which we hook our clients.  Having caught them it is essential to establish the needs and requirements of each individual, to assess their strengths as well as weaknesses, to see how best we can develop and advance their position, and above all, to give them hope.  When seeing a client for the first time, they will above all feel extremely negative and useless.  They have had a life of failure behind them, not only in school, but often also within their family, work and peer group.  Often they will feel lonely and think of themselves as a very third-rate person.  At this stage the client feels the club will be yet another proving ground for their own inadequacy.  They will have spent their lives devising and refining a pretty tough defence system to cope with the world, but it is a defence system that requires continual vigilance lest their “secret” be revealed.  In coming to us  the individual may well have reached the point where the strain of concealment is either too much to keep up, or else, their attendance at the club will be incorporated in their defence system; this latter approach is a highly sophisticated step.

By the same token, to confront such a new referral by taking down a history of their past failures, and offering reading tests and schemes, is a sure way to lose them.  What they will observe on entering, will be a room full of couples talking, reading, playing games; who is the teacher and who is taught is not apparent.  They will learn from the Supervising Tutor that at least half the people in the room are in the same boat.  This may well make them feel easier, especially when the tone of the supervising tutor is relaxed, but who will want to know about them as a person in their own right, their job, friends and family interests.  They will meet with other clients and tutors and be aware, hopefully by the end of the first evening, that they are no longer alone, that they are accepted for what they are, and be respected for it.  But not just that – in addition they will have glimpsed what they may become and achieve; thus learning that not only is change, growth and development possible, it’s also safe and rewarding.

Clients come to the clubs because they fear to go on as they have been.  Perhaps it is too difficult to keep up the defences any longer.  Our experience of clients is that motivation in terms of attendance and concentration is extremely high; indeed their tenacity and single mindedness act as a stimulus to many tutors, myself included.  However, the acquisition of literacy skills is also a tremendous upheaval in their lives for it gives them a power and responsibility that have not previously had, and which their whole lives and their family’s lives have been dedicated to deny and cope with.

THE AMITY APPROACH

Little consideration is, I feel, given by educators to the effect and implications of education on the lives of the learners.  Perhaps this is largely because education is seen by all as “a good thing” and that the majority is able to cope with it.  However, many of our client group have not been able to cope.  Historically, their inability to cope has been defined with terminology ranging from subnormal and ineducable, to lazy, etc.  Our experience is that most of our clients are not too stupid or “too thick” to learn, but for many, the problems of illiteracy have become marginally more difficult for them to tolerate than the problems literacy will bestow.

It is not by accident that the method used by the reading clubs, indeed the very clubs themselves, arose from a voluntary social work agency, and the method of dealing with client and tutors owes much to social casework practice and theory.  Our clients come to us at a variety of stages, but part of each of them wishes to conquer illiteracy, the other part of them wishes to be supported and condoned in their illiteracy.  This ambivalence remains a very long time with the client, and the tutors need not only to be aware of it, but also to work with it.

We do not provide literacy instruction alone.  We provide a nurturing experience for the client, to encourage their progress, stay with them in their inevitable regressions, and provide the encouragement, support and understanding which the client requires as they and their family stumble into this new world.

Individual tuition is at the heart of our method.  It allows the development of a positive relationship between client and tutor and encourages the client to develop and grow, not only in the literacy sense, but also in the personal sense of self.  There are obvious parallels here with the casework relationship and the use of transference in enabling the client not only to learn, but also how to use that knowledge in a positive way.

This is not to say that our voluntary tutors are frustrated caseworkers; for our “therapy”, to borrow a social work phrase, is sharply focussed upon literacy.  However, the tutors are encouraged to take more than a “teacher-taught” approach to their work.  They need to be aware of their client’s difficulties, not only in the teaching methods, but also as people, and to be “at least sympathetic” to their client’s difficulties.  The supervising tutor needs to be a resource person for both tutors and clients, and should be available to all for the purpose of sorting out the problems, which inevitably arise.  

Thus the supervising tutor too needs to be more than a sympathetic ear.  They should know when and how to intervene in situations which are stagnating or deteriorating, to support both tutor and client through these times.  They should be aware of the limitations of their tutors, clients and themselves.  They also need to be able to be aware of and call in specific help when required.  This could range from advising a client to see an optician, to speaking with a social worker, or family member of the individual concerned.  Failure to do this will inevitably result in the loss of tutors and clients pretty quickly.

RELATIONSHIPS

The relationship bond between tutor and client, although undoubtedly the basis of our work, is not the be-all and end-all of the scheme.  The client-tutor bond is the basic pathway for the client, but the club atmosphere also enables the client to be introduced to further and different pathways.

The Club atmosphere fosters inter-client and tutor relationships.  The scheme already has one marriage to its record.  It’s important that the clients realise that they are people of value who have a contribution to make, and don’t feel they have to be excused or tolerated.  This is achieved through the social aspect of the club, the coffee break, post-class pub sessions and occasional social meetings with other clubs

The role of the voluntary tutor is crucial to the whole organisation, but who makes the best tutors?  The pat answer is anybody who comes.  Flexibility and understanding are the most essential values, plus the ability to read.  Tutors often feel inadequate as they think they don’t have any teaching skills.  Personally I find this a very positive beginning, as the tutor can experience some of the same feelings as the client.  

Teachers as tutors pose their own problems, and I speak as a teacher.  For teachers are trained to teach children, in a specific setting; the professional giving out the word is their model.  In teaching adults, there is a big difference, and a teacher needs to become “de-schooled” to make a successful tutor.  They need to be able to relate with their client on an equal base of shared experience; to respect and appreciate their client’s life experience and be prepared to share some of their own.  Many teachers find this difficult; the boundaries are not so clear as in the world of school.  Academic prowess is extremely rare among our client group.  A tutor who comes in with the fantasy of taking a protégé to Oxbridge would not be encouraged.  The client, to a degree, sets the pace; usually their goals are very limited, perhaps to a linguistic skill to satisfy an immediate work need.  The tutor needs to be able to encourage and offer further opportunities commensurate with their client’s capabilities and wishes.

The tutor needs to be able to make a commitment to the client and club, and be able to use the supervising tutor and the other tutors to assist with any problem.  A tutor would be discouraged from completely monopolising an individual client, for this would invariably be to the detriment of both.  The club structure is designed to protect both tutor and client alike, from over involvement.  I discourage tutors from working more than one evening a week with their client, unless there are exceptional circumstances.  A tutor does however need to relate what they are doing to the work of  their client’s other tutors, if the client (which is common), attends more than once a week.

SUPPORT

The clubs are fairly well endowed with teaching materials and methods and with the help of the supervising tutor, the tutor and client can utilise what best suits the needs of the client.  Few clients will ever be great novel readers, so it is important that realistic expectations are kept in view.  Training of tutors is very important but we do not feel that tutors necessarily benefit from pre-client contact training.  The object of the work is the development of people.  Thus tutors must first and foremost be able to develop a relationship with their client.  Experience has shown us that to put a tutor through a training programme prior to meeting his client can be counter-productive.  For a tutor who has been taught a range of teaching techniques will be inclined to practice their techniques, rather than develop their client.  Thus we throw our tutors in at the deep end, as it were, with the sole brief to get to know their client.  Also, this gives the client the opportunity to teach the tutor about the clubs, as well as where they are in relation to their reading.  On-going training and supervision are provided by the supervising tutor, and support is given by informal meetings with other tutors, plus ideally, formalised training sessions, once or twice a year.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper is intended to outline what we do and why.  Amity is the product of some years of practice and experience; it is a developmental rather than defined model.  I hope that it remains so, to evolve and adjust to meet client needs, and to hold some responsibility for ensuring those needs are met. 

For the future I hope Amity will have the resources to consider the client’s domestic circumstances more fully, in the hope of avoiding the pitfalls that the attached Case Histories of George and James indicate are there.

Of the two “Case Histories”, Case History 1 - George, exemplifies some of what has been said concerning the implications of illiteracy on an individual and family.  By contrast the second, Case History 2 - James, shows several different aspects of a client and a tutor’s needs, which should also be taken into account.  Needless to say, these are not their real names.

Stephen P. Portlock
Supervising Tutor

Editors Note:

Stephen Portlock first met Gladys Glascoe in 1970 as a volunteer, when she was Tutor in Charge of the Blackfriars Literacy Scheme.  When Gladys and Philip Glascoe formed Amity Reading Clubs in 1974 (then known as Rathbone Reading Clubs), he became one of its first Supervising Tutors, variously at the Minet Library, Jeffreys Road Library and Pimlico Library venues.  In 1978 he became Amity Reading Clubs’ Social Support Consultant, retiring in 1982, when he joined the Society of Jesus to become a Jesuit priest.

Stephen Portlock is qualified and experienced as both a teacher and social worker.

Case History 1 – George

George is a West Indian in his late thirties.  He came to the club some three years ago after a sudden desire to read.  This desire came from his need to be a literate father, his children having recently started school, and a long-wished dream to write a letter to his father at home in the West Indies.

George was married to a West Indian nurse and they had three children.  His job was car maintenance at a local garage, which he enjoyed.  His wife also worked.

George’s motivation was high, almost to the extent of fanaticism.  He would attend three evenings a week, the maximum that was available.  Later his tutor was the porter assigned to the premises we used, and George attended five times a week as his tutor was there anyway, as porter.

George maintained a very rigid boundary between home and his work at the club.  His wife did make contact with the organisers once or twice, but George discouraged this.  They were his classes, for his benefit.  We would joke with him that his wife would name us as a correspondent in a divorce action, should she wish.

George made slow but steady progress in his reading and writing, he got a better job as a car sprayer, and had a nice sideline of buying up second-hand cars, doing them up and selling them at a profit.  He spoke little of his home life, but showed a greater interest in the management of affairs.  Bills, money, forms etc. had always been in his wife’s control, as she, being literate, was easily able to handle them.  However, with George’s growing abilities he wished to extend his role as head of the household over this sphere of his family’s life.  This his wife found difficult; she was accustomed to dealing with the official and financial aspects of the family and didn’t want to relinquish it.

Initially she had encouraged George in his reading.  Indeed, in the past she had attempted to teach him, but it hadn’t worked out.  The crunch came eight months ago when they were thinking of moving from their rented flat to buy a house in a different area of London.  George liked the area but was concerned about the distance from the club.  The day they were due to view the house, George was working late.  His wife viewed it and liked it.  She made mortgage arrangements and took the house in her own name.  George felt it to be intolerable that he should live in his wife’s house without being a full partner.  The situation escalated by his wife moving in to the new house with the children.  George remained in the flat.

Both maintain that they wish to be together but both find the terms unacceptable.  George wants to be recognised as the head of the family in real terms, with real responsibilities.  His wife cannot bring herself to relinquish control over family affairs to her husband despite his ability, for she did not wish to be answerable to him.

There the situation remains at present.  It would not have arisen had George been content to remain illiterate and thereby dependent on is wife.  However, he wanted to take on the full responsibility of a literate head of his family.  Equally, his wife was not able to handle the situation of her illiterate dependent husband becoming literate, and not only independent, but also asking her to depend on him.

Had we at the outset insisted on seeing George’s wife, and involved her in the effects of her husband’s literate growth, it may have been possible to avert the break-up of this marriage.

Editors Note:

George and his wife were never reconciled.  Two years after this paper was written, they were divorced.  By then George had started his own business as a panel beater and car sprayer.  Later still he found another partner, and over a period of several months, gradually disengaged from the clubs.  George still exchanges Christmas cards with us, more than twenty years later, and seems very happy with his new life and wife.

Case History 2 – James

George is a young West Indian man, who came to us shortly after leaving school.  He is the youngest in a large family, many of whom have left home, where he lives with his mother.  James was working and had a tolerably - for him - protected relationship with his workmates.

I first met him when I took over as supervising tutor.  James attended the club three evenings a week but had extremely poor success in progressing at all.  He had a series of tutors, none had stayed, and his constant plea was for a tutor from me.  During the time he was tutorless, I spent some time with him, at which he would alternate between being promising and hopeless.  When I could not work with him he was content to use the typewriter, making perfect reproductions of pages of written text from books, but was unable to read what he produced or to comprehend it in any way.

He was a character within the group.  He was extremely accident prone, and would come in with quite alarming cuts and grazes, including an 18-month period in which he broke both his arm and leg.

A tutor was found for James, a young man in the early stages of a professional career.  Over a period of six months he came regularly every week, as did James, after an initial equivocation at the beginning, which is not uncommon when clients without tutors finally get one.  After some time James’ tutor spoke to me of the difficulties he was experiencing with James.  I knew James to be difficult, but I’m afraid I underestimated totally the extent of the problem, and merely suggested different approaches, without fully investigating the situation.  I was aware over the following weeks that James’ tutor was feeling more and more demoralised; I however avoided confronting the problem, James needless to say appeared quite happy.

One night, circumstances occurred which forced us to evacuate the library we had been using.  We had to move to a nearby school until repairs were completed.  This had to be done suddenly and without warning on my night with the club.  Clients and tutors came to the school and a note was attached to the library door, informing those who had not yet arrived.  As might be expected, that night we had a small club with some clients and tutors not turning up.  James’ tutor was one of these, and a spare tutor spent the evening with him.

At the end of the evening this tutor expressed to me what a shame it was that James had no tutor.  I was amazed by this statement, for I knew James to have been tutored regularly, at least on my nights.  Nevertheless, the tutor said that was what James had told her.  I spoke to James about it and he repeated what he had said to the other tutor.  I was now feeling very angry.  I referred to his regular tutor who had been coming religiously every week for the past six month.  James looked quite blank and uncomprehending.  I referred to the tutor’s name, still the blank look.  Then I got the response “Oh him.  Well he came once or twice but that was all.”

I then realised precisely what James had done, and what his tutor had suffered.  James had made his tutor totally impotent, not only by denying his effectiveness, but denying him totally, thus giving him no encouragement or feedback.  No wonder James had had so many past tutors if he “killed” them all off.

But why?  James always expressed a desire to learn and the need for help, yet the help in the form of tutors could never survive the negativism and depersonalisation.  It explained his good/bad initial performance.  For as an “illiterate” James could command attention and sympathy of those about him; thus he stood for something, the class fool, the baby in need of attention and protection.  The accidents he brought to the club showed what he was doing outside.  James’ fear was that literacy would mean he could no longer be irresponsible and looked after; he would be expected to look after himself.

James’ tutor never returned.  I cannot blame him, but I do myself for not heeding his pleas.  I was very angry at losing such a good tutor and was determined that such would not happen again.  James had to learn, not that he could improve his literacy (he knew that), but that it was safe to do so, that giving up illiteracy brings other rewards in terms of attention.

James’ next tutor superficially appeared to be very unsuitable material.  She was a fairly rigid, highly scientific career woman, working in computers.  I felt that James required the rigidity (perhaps I was also feeling punishing towards him), and this was a tutor who would not tolerate his game of psychological murder.  This woman pushed James to the utmost, chased him up when he didn’t attend, and showed him that progress was approved of.

After eight months of this tuition, James progressed noticeably, and not only in his literacy.  He no longer wished to be seen as the fool of the group; indeed he resented it a great deal.  The accidents stopped, as did tales of his own ineptitude.  He presented himself as a far more mature person, well-dressed and embarking on driving lessons.

This Case History shows several aspects of a client and a tutor’s needs, which have to be taken into account.  Without learning and understanding James’ difficulties he would be even more confirmed in his sense of inadequacy and the club would have lost more tutors.  That the supervising tutor needs to be fully cognisant of both tutor’s and client’s needs in the club is plain; in James’s case it came a little late, but at least the error was used to profit.

Editors Note:

James continued his literacy work for a further two years, during which he passed his driving test.  With hardly any warning, he decided that he had developed his literacy skills as far as he needed to, and left with scarcely a backward glance.  Apart from occasional sightings whilst shopping locally, we never saw or heard from him again. 
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