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ABSTRACT 

It has been estimated that about fifty percent of all 

probationers in the United States are school dropouts 

(Wimer, 1985), with the percentages much higher among the 

language and ethnic minorities. Research has established a 

close connection between illiteracy, crime, and subsequent 

incarceration (Herrick, 1991), suggesting that literate 

members of society will be less likely to engage in criminal 

activity. Indeed, many prison inmates have stated that 

their lack of education is at least partly responsible for 

their problems with the law (Hernandez, 1978; Sainz & 

Biggins, 1979). 

To combat literacy problems among adults who are less 

than competent in the English language, including 

probationers, parolees, and other offenders, many 

communities are now engaged in adult literacy programs. A 

fundamental goal of these programs is to facilitate the 

development of functional levels of competency in the 

English language by their clients. Many programs are 

engaged in general educational equivalency (GED) education 

and skill-specific training as well. 

To date there have been no studies which have focused 

upon the cultural factors that affect literacy training in 

the Limited-English-Proficient (LEP) probationer population. 

The preliminary survey of LEP probationer literacy practices 

was recently conducted among probationers in a county of 

a • 
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250,000 inhabitants in the Southwestern United States. The 

probationer population in this county is over 5,000, a high 

percentage of whom are racial or language minorities. 

Nonetheless, very few have availed themselves of existing 

literacy training opportunities, even when mandated by the 

court system. There is no indication that any LEP 

probationer in that county has attained a sixth grade 

reading comprehension level through available local literacy 

programs. Records that would identify probationer clients 

are not maintained by any local agency. A complex mixture 

of racial and ethnic attitudes in the majority Anglo 

community, low socioeconomic levels extant in the minority 

community, and various cultural traditions of long standing 

in both, makes it difficult to identify any single reason 

for the existence of this condition. 

Based on the pilot study, a detailed investigation was 

undertaken at a second southwestern location. In this 

county, there is a highly organized program of adult basic 

education and GED preparation for probationers. The courts 

and community supervision officials of the county are 

supportive of this initiative. There have been notable 

levels of success in the community supervision and 

corrections department's adult education programs. At the 

same time, the number of students who fail to complete their 

education is far greater than the number who actually 

achieve their goals. 
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Given the broad availability of educational 

opportunities in this jurisdiction, the question becomes the 

following: What cultural factors exist within the community 

that inhibit LEP probationers from full participation in 

such training? The purpose of this study was to describe, 

analyze, and interpret the extent to which cultural factors 

interact with socioeconomic imperatives to influence the 

realization of educational goals among LEP probationers in 

this county. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

Throughout the field of correctional education, one 

notes a growing awareness of the need for preparation of 

corrections systems clientele in basic literacy, adult basic 

education (ABE), general education development (GED), and 

English as a Second Language (ESL) literacy. Gonder (1991, 

p. 13) has reported, for example, that up to 60% of 

probationers in a typical mid-America jurisdiction have 

"literacy problems." Illiteracy rates among adult prisoners 

in federal and state facilities nationwide have been 

estimated as high as 75% (Herrick, 1991), while "about 88% 

of releasees and 50% of probationers are school dropouts" 

(Wimer, 1985, p. 5). As prison populations continue to 

grow, increasing numbers of convicted lawbreakers are being 

freed before, or in lieu of, serving their complete 

sentences. They are re-introduced to the community in the 

categories of either "releasees" or "probationers." The 

former are defined as "inmates released on parole, 

conditional pardon or mandatory supervision" (Wimer, p. 2). 

A probationer is a convicted offender released by a court in 

lieu of serving his or her sentence "under conditions 

imposed by the court for a specified period during which the 

imposition of sentence is suspended" (p. 3). 

When offenders are released, their literacy problems 

again become those of society in general. Research has 



established a close connection between illiteracy, crime, 

and subsequent incarceration. Persons who are not able to 

read the rules will be less likely to obey them (Herrick, 

1991). This suggests, conversely, that a literate citizenry 

may be less likely to engage in criminal activity, with 

multiple benefits to society to be realized in the form of 

tax savings, the addition of productive employees to the 

economy as taxpayers, and the creation of legitimate 

consumers of the national product. Some states, 

unfortunately, still provide no funding at all for community 

literacy services to the general public (Gonder, 1991). 

Given the abundance of information available, questions 

naturally arise as to the attitudes and level of commitment 

of the public toward improving literacy rates in all sectors 

of the population, to say nothing of those who are 

considered to be most at-risk. 

Functional literacy, as defined by the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

and adopted by the Solicitor-General of Canada and many U.S. 

authorities, is the successful completion of eighth grade in 

the standard North American public school (Collins, 1989). 

In another context, functional literacy can also mean the 

ability to function independently on a day-to-day basis, 

with sufficient skills to perform those functions necessary 

to make one's way in a system which functions according to 

societal norms (Pollack, 1979). 



English as a Second Language (ESL) literacy is a field 

which is still emerging and for which definitions are more 

difficult to synthesize. Closely related to functional 

literacy, ESL literacy has the additional feature of a 

second language learning component. Recognizing that the 

field contains socioeconomic, political, and cultural 

dimensions, one can view ESL literacy in the following ways: 

(1) "as a plurality of literacies ... shaped by social 

contexts and defined individually and collectively; and (2) 

as a continuum that grows and expands as a person gains 

experience with different types of literacies" (Spruck-

Wrigley & Guth, 1992, p. 5). The plurality aspect of ESL 

literacy is unique in that it is influenced by the literacy 

practices and expectations of both the learner's home 

culture and the mainstream culture. 

The numbers of certain ethnic and racial minorities in 

many correctional institutions are higher than their 

proportionate representation in the general population. 

Nearly 20% of the total male inmate population nationwide 

was Hispanic, according to a 1981 survey, with Texas, 

California, Florida, and New York housing the largest number 

of these (Castro, 1981). By 1991, the Hispanic population 

in federal prisons alone was 26.2% of the total (Federal 

Bureau of Prisons, 1992). In the past, many of these have 

stated that their lack of education is at least partly 



responsible for their problems with the law (Hernandez, 

1978; Sainz & Biggins, 1979). 

As recently as 1982, there existed no established 

curricula, on a nationwide basis, for the education of 

functionally illiterate adult inmates in state correctional 

institutions (Loeffler & Martin, 1982). Recognizing the 

scope of the literacy problem, the federal corrections 

system has mandated that all prisoners in federal 

institutions be educated to an 8th grade equivalency level 

in English language skills (McCollum, 1990). In addition, 

all federal inmates are now required to be able to read at 

the 12th grade level (Morrison, 1993). Although this is not 

the universal standard at all state and local institutions 

(Business Council for Effective Literacy, 1986), literacy 

training in some form is provided for inmates in all state 

systems nationwide. At least one state has a "no read, no 

release" policy, under which prisoners must learn to read 

before their release can be effected (Oversight Hearing on 

Illiteracy, 1986). 

The state of Texas, as an exemplar of such initiatives, 

provides literacy and ESL training in each state prison unit 

through the Windham School District, which functions in the 

correctional facilities as a fully accredited secondary 

school system. This district is authorized to grant high 

school diplomas and General Educational Development (GED) 

equivalency certificates (Loeffler, Martin, Henderson, & 



McNeese, 1986). In addition, a large number of local and 

regional correctional facilities in Texas encourages and 

supports ESL/literacy programs. These entities pursue their 

inmate literacy goals either through in-house educational 

staffs, local school districts, or volunteer programs. 

The National Clearinghouse on Literacy Education (NCLE) 

lists over 400 literacy programs nationwide for Limited-

English Proficient (LEP) adults and out-of-school youth 

(National Clearinghouse on Literacy Education, 1991). Local 

and regional correctional institution literacy programs 

operate in 14 states at 38 facilities, 17 of which 

facilitate ESL literacy training (Fitch & Plowman, 1992). 

Clearly, there is considerable attention being given to the 

literacy needs of incarcerated populations. The literature 

is exceedingly sparse, however, with reference to any 

programs that might address the concerns of those who are 

serving probated sentences or who are otherwise considered 

to be releasees from correctional facilities. 

The focal area of this study, a county of 

approximately 750,000 population located in a southwestern 

state, has one of the few community-based adult education 

facilities with a fully staffed, computer-assisted program 

of basic literacy through GED studies. This program has 

been in operation for more than three years, and has 

produced over 500 GED graduates, in addition to 

approximately half that many literacy "tier" advancements. 



Formal training at the GED level is offered in both English 

and Spanish, with individual tutoring available from 

bilingual instructors for students at the literacy/Adult 

Basic Education (ABE) levels. Spanish-language materials 

are limited to a single manual of practice tests, however. 

Nothing is available in either computer-assisted or workbook 

format, resulting in a very difficult process for those 

desiring to acquire their education in the home language. 

Statement of the Problem 

Major assumptions underlying the emergent research 

problem emanated from the following findings of a 

preliminary pilot study undertaken in a smaller county of 

roughly similar demographics, in another southwestern 

location: 

(1) The major goal of literacy efforts in the county 

is the attainment of functional literacy levels by all 

probationers. 

(2) Relatively few LEP probationers in the county 

avail themselves of ESL literacy training on a voluntary 

basis. 

(3) Those for whom such training is mandated as a 

condition of probation are not intrinsically motivated to 

pursue the training to the point of attainment of academic 

goals, despite the availability of adequate community 

educational resources. 



(4) To a great extent, the reasons for (2) and (3) are 

rooted in conditions of cyclical poverty and differences in 

cultural values between majority and minority populations. 

These findings are described more fully in Chapters II 

and IV of the study. The assumption, therefore, is that 

adult education for LEP probationers in the county has not 

generally proven to be successful, as determined from a 

reasonable interpretation of the stated goals and the 

obtained results. 

Based on this assumption, the research problem I 

planned to investigate is stated as the following question: 

What is the extent to which cultural factors interact among 

low socioeconomic status (SES), limited-English proficient 

(LEP) minorities, county probation officials, and the 

community's adult educational resources, to militate for or 

against the completion of adult ABE/GED educational training 

by LEP probationers in this Southwestern county? 

Purposes of the Study 

This study had both a primary and a secondary purpose, 

each with its own distinctive but interrelated 

characteristics. The primary purpose was to describe and 

interpret the sociocultural dynamics of the community 

correctionl and educational systems that may either 

facilitate or inhibit the success of adult educational 

processes for LEP probationers in the county. The secondary 

purpose was to describe and interpret the dynamics of the 



community culture(s) of LEP probationers in the focal 

county, to the extent that they either facilitate or inhibit 

the acquisition of adult educational training. 

Concomitantly with the aforementioned purposes, I plan 

to broadly disseminate the findings in this sparsely 

investigatged area for the benefit of scholars and 

practitioners in the field. By adding to the slim body of 

knowledge in this area, I hope to stimulate the development 

of further dimensions of understanding and inquiry among 

those who are concerned about the future of adult education. 

Definition of Terms 

In order to facilitate the reading of this study by 

those who are not entirely conversant with the subject area, 

and to further clarify certain specialized or nonstandard 

terms, the following definitions are offered. 

Adult Basic Education (ABE). Academic preparation in 

basic content area skills through functional literacy 

levels. 

Adult Basic Literacy Examination (ABLE). One of a 

variety of measures used to assess reading and other 

functional literacy skills. 

Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). A part 

of the welfare system that provides a degree of support to 

children, particularly those of single parents. 

Bilingual Education. The use of a student's home 

language, instead of, or in combination with, the majority 
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language, for the teaching content area materials in school 

programs. 

Bilinqualism. The ability to communicate in two 

languages, either by an individual or by a group of 

speakers, such as the inhabitants of a particular region or 

nation. 

Biliteracy. The ability to use reading and writing 

skills in two languages sufficiently well for the purposes 

and activities that normally require literacy in adult life 

or in a person's social position. 

Code Switching. A change by a speaker (or writer) from 

one language or language variant to another one. The change 

can take place in a conversation when one speaker uses one 

language and the other speaker answers in a different 

language. A person may start speaking one language and then 

change to another one in the middle of his/her speech, even 

in the middle of a sentence. 

Community Based Education. Any educational program 

that operates at a location in the general community. It 

may be characterized by an open enrollment feature, by which 

the services are available to members of the community as 

well as students directed to attend as a condition of 

provisional release. 

Community Corrections and Supervision. Also known as 

the probations department; functions as the community's 



managerial arm for conditional release of offenders, which 

is supervised liberty in lieu of incarceration. 

Computer Assisted Learning (CAL), also Computer Aided 

Instruction (CAI). The use of a computer in teaching and 

learning, in order to help achieve educational objectives. 

The computer leads the student through a learning task step-

by-step, asking questions to check comprehension. 

Employment Services Program (ESP). A service provided 

by community corrections and supervision departments, 

whereby probationers are assisted in preparing resumes and 

learning interviewing skills. The ESP office actively 

solicits job orders from local employers and arranges 

interviews for its clients. 

English as a Second Language (ESL). The role of 

English for immigrant and other minority groups in English-

speaking countries. These people may use their mother 

tongue at home or among friends, but use English at school 

and at work. Also called English for Speakers of Other 

Languages (ESOL). 

Functional Literacy. The ability to use reading and 

writing skills sufficiently well for the purposes and 

activities that normally require literacy in adult life or 

in a person's social position. 

General Educational Development (GED). The term 

applied to the achievement of U.S. high school equivalency 
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through a process of adult education leading to a series of 

qualifying examinations in specific academic content areas. 

Homies. A term used by gang members to refer to other 

members of their own gangs. 

Limited English Proficient (LEP). The term used to 

describe a minority resident of an English speaking country, 

whose English language proficiency is not at the level of 

native speakers of English. Also referred to as Limited 

English Speaking (LES). 

Mainstreaming. The entry into a regular school program 

of students for whom the language spoken in that school is a 

second language. For example, ESL programs seek to prepare 

students to enter mainstream classes where English is the 

medium of instruction in the content areas. 

Majority Language. The language spoken by the majority 

of the population in a country, such as English in the 

United States. Conversely, a language spoken by people who 

form a minority within a country is known as a Minority 

Language, such as Spanish and Vietnamese in the United 

States. 

Maguiladora. A border manufacturing phenomenon. Parts 

and components for a variety of end products are fabricated 

in plants in Mexico and shipped across the border for final 

assembly. The threefold purpose of the Maquiladora is to 

save money on both import taxes and labor, while claiming 

that the products are "made in America. 
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Native Language. The language that a person acquires 

in early childhood because it is spoken in the family, or 

because it is the language of the country where he/she is 

living. One is considered a Native Speaker of his/her 

Native Language. 

Parole. A type of supervised release from confinement, 

after the offender has served a portion of his/her sentence 

related to a conviction for a range of offenses. 

Probation. A type of supervised freedom in the 

community, in lieu of serving a court-imposed sentence for a 

range of offenses. 

Probation Officer (P.O.). A court-appointed official 

who monitors and supervises the activities of probationers. 

These officials meet with their probationer clients at 

regular times to counsel with them and encourage 

participation in activities of a rehabilative or educational 

nature. 

Recidivism. Repetition of, or "receding" into, 

criminal activity by a person previously convicted of a 

felony or misdemeanor. Reducing rates of recidivism is a 

major goal of correctional and community education programs, 

and funding for such programs is becoming increasingly 

dependent upon success in combating recidivism. 

Residential Education Program. An educational program 

conducted in a community confinement facility. Students of 

such a program may have limited freedom in the community 
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during certain hours, but are required to live at the 

confinement facility. 

Socioeconomic Status (SES). A combination of social 

and economic factors that become interactive determinants of 

one's relative status in a community. 

Spanglish. A regional varietal of the Spanish language 

spoken by many residents of border areas between the United 

States and Mexico, as well as other regions where Hispanic 

populations select and utilize the features of two languages 

which enable them to function most conveniently. Its 

features include the adaptation of numerous English words, 

which are often reformulated into Spanish pronunciation, 

conjugation, or connotation. This is also referred to as 

Tex-Mex. 

Standard Language. The variety of a language that has 

the highest status in a community or nation and is usually 

based on the speech and writing of educated native speakers 

of the language. (Note: By these criteria, the use of both 

Standard English and Spanish would seem to be the preferred 

speech of the county in which this study took place.) 

Nonetheless, the most commonly heard varietal of the Spanish 

language tends to be a border mixture: Spanglish. or Tex-

Mex. 

Structured Interview. One in which the organization 

and procedure, as well as the topics to be asked about, the 

questions, and the order in which they will be presented, 
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have all been determined in advance. An Unstructured 

Interview, conversely, allows for the free flow of 

information, with minimal guidance of the topic discussion 

by the interviewer. 

WRAT. The Wide Range Achievement Test. One of a 

number of instruments for assessing, among other skills, 

one's ability to read. 

Limitations of the Study 

The venue of this investigation enjoys a particularly 

unique character in terms of its geography, climate, 

economic, and population bases, and perhaps most 

significantly, a certain nonquantifiable element of 

isolation. This latter quality may contribute to a 

community-wide perception of being the least-favored child 

of the parent state, with resultant self-esteem and self-

image problems. Given these varied characteristics, one can 

make no claim that similar studies in locations with 

differing profiles would lead to similar conclusions. 

Despite the emphasis on aspects of poverty culture as 

major cultural determinants of academic success in adult 

probationers, it could be possible to draw the conclusion 

that the minority culture itself was the focus of this 

study. The researcher is hard pressed to assert that the 

informants belonged entirely to an economically deprived 

stratum of society. One can offer the fact of the low-

income areas of the city where the learning centers are 
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located, in addition to the overall low income level of the 

entire county. In other words, widespread poverty exists 

within this identifiably depressed economic area. The 

probationer clientele generally lives within a reasonable 

commuting radius of the centers, often relying on bus 

service, shared rides, and even walking. Other evidence of 

the low SES of this population is presented in the Analysis 

of the Data chapter, yet there is no absolute way this 

assertion can be proven. There are no known studies of LEP 

probationer populations in other geographical regions of the 

country, so comparative data were unfortunately not 

available to the researcher. 

Certain aspects of the study were rich in data. 

Others, however, yielded relatively little in relation to 

preliminary expectations. The latter have been analyzed, to 

the extent possible, and will be noted as areas recommended 

for further study. 

The most significant limitation, however, was the fact 

that departmental antifraternization regulations prohibited 

access to probationer clients in social situations. It was 

therefore impossible to study the most important aspects of 

family life to any meaningful extent, on a first-hand basis. 

Significance of the Study 

The gravity of the literacy problem among correctional 

system clientele, especially those with limited English 

language skills, cannot be overstated. Yet, there have been 
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disappointingly few references to this phenomenon in the 

literature, let alone studies of the problem. This research 

has made, or has the potential to make, the following 

contributions to the sparse body of knowledge in the field: 

(1) The first known description of efforts being made 

toward providing literacy training to LEP probationers in a 

confinement-alternative environment. 

(2) Focus on a Southwestern United States county with 

over 5,000 probationers, whose LEP residents confront 

cultural and economic barriers in achieving significant 

progress in their literacy efforts. The reasons for the (as 

yet) unrealized potential of a community-based effort 

provides other localities that may share similar problems 

with a new baseline for dialogue and continued research. A 

body of literature developed in this area will be of great 

benefit in addressing the formidable problems of functional 

illiteracy in LEP probationers and confinement releasees. 

(3) The establishment of linkages between illiteracy 

and crime which may be unique to the low SES, limited-

English speaking minority offender population. At the same 

time, it will provide important information on the success 

of community-based literacy programs, which may in turn show 

a correlation to the reduction of both unemployment and 

criminal recidivism rates. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Overview 

An exhaustive search of several databases, 

clearinghouses, publishing firms and other sources revealed 

that very little has been published in the specific area of 

academic training for LEP probationers and other releasees. 

Nonetheless, there is a significant amount of research from 

which to choose in second language acquisition for LEP 

adults, prison ESL/bilingual training, and the social 

context of literacy. This review has focused on making 

appropriate connections and distinctions among educational 

practices in the field, and how they relate to the problems 

facing the probationer client, who is the focus of the 

current study. 

The urgency of the problems of adult illiteracy among 

LEP persons has been well documented by vocational 

educators, among other professionals, who realize that 

residents with limited English abilities constitute a 

significant and growing portion of the U.S. population. 

Although LEP persons represent a potentially valuable human 

resource base, they are grossly under-represented in 

vocational and educational programs. Many LEP persons are 

unemployed, underemployed, or engaged in crime (Lopez-

Valadez, 1988; Belcher & Warmbrod, 1987). One obvious 

result is a burgeoning LEP population in the criminal 
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justice system, which has inherited the responsibility of 

becoming the educator of last resort. 

The literature relating to adult ESL literacy and 

literacy for correctional education is increasingly focused 

on the concept of learning through meaningful experiences 

and with culturally relevant materials. The "skills" 

approaches, formerly dominated by grammar-based 

methodologies, have largely been found lacking in their 

ability to foster development of communicative competencies, 

particularly for less-than-literate students of ESL 

(Crawford, 1989). A national research study on ESL literacy 

(Guth & Wrigley, 1992) has recommended "emphasis on a 

particular context for language and literacy rather than 

teaching a set of isolated skills" (p. 5). In other words, 

reading and writing simply for the exercise is not nearly as 

effective as reading and writing with a purpose. 

Second Language Acguisition In Limited 
English Proficient (LEP) Adults 

Adults are active learners who use language extensively 

in metacognitive ways: to think, reflect, develop 

understanding of concepts, question, and solve problems. As 

with all learners, they acquire language as it becomes 

understood. The process happens incidentally, 

involuntarily, subconsciously, and seemingly without effort, 

in a natural manner (Krashen, 1985; Krashen & Terrell, 

1983). 
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Since ESL literacy contemplates the knowledge, at some 

level, of a first (home) language and the learning of a 

second, a bicultural social dynamic is created. This 

presents an additional dimension of complexity, in that both 

speed and depth of literacy development are influenced by 

the level of ability in the first language (Wrigley & Guth, 

1992). Traditional ESL and literacy classes are viewed as 

less than adequate for the education of non-literate 

language minority adults. "The language and literacy needs 

of nonliterate language minority adult learners are best met 

by ESL literacy and native language literacy classes that 

teach reading and writing in combination with oral language 

development" (Wrigley & Guth, 1992, p. 4). 

Other well-known researchers in the field of bilingual 

education, such as Cummins (1981), also hold that the 

highest levels of success in second language acquisition are 

attained after the learner has achieved a level of literacy 

in the home language. Cummins (1986) has also identified a 

language problem that is especially onerous in low 

socioeconomic status groups, which he terms "bicultural 

ambivalence." This phenomenon emanates in large part from 

the inability to deal with literacy requirements of either 

the first or second language. Such problems result in 

decreased self-esteem (Shank, 1986) and the raising of an 

"affective filter," which further inhibits the ability to 

acquire language skills (Krashen, 1985). These problems 
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are, if anything, exacerbated in the correctional setting, 

where the need for literacy training has become acute. 

Prison ESL and Bilingual Training 

Most correctional education systems are not prepared to 

accommodate first language literacy programs, although the 

need has been long recognized. Hernandez (1978) identified 

the need for, then wrote and developed, one of the first 

known bilingual education curricula for correctional 

education. That program was operational in the New York 

State prison system by 1984 (Rojas, 1984). There have been 

few other documented efforts in this direction. Those that 

have found their way into the literature have not always 

been marked by great success. At this time, there exists no 

documented first language literacy program specifically for 

probationers or parolees, although Wimer (1983, 1985) 

addressed the need and authored a handbook for this purpose. 

Nonetheless, despite the lack of widespread acknowledgement 

that this population comprises a significant group with 

literacy problems, there is every reason to believe that 

their needs could be served in various community education 

programs. 

Another early bilingual education program was attempted 

in a Hartford, CN, prison (Pinton, 1978). The results of 

this year-long project yielded uneven results, at best. The 

students, mostly of Puerto Rican background, were resistant 

to American culture and language, and perceived that 
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everything of importance to their needs could be found in 

their own barrios (neighborhoods) or through the beneficence 

of their extended families. In addition, their tenure at 

the prison was not long enough (two to three months, on 

average) to sustain the necessary continuity in an 

educational program. Over half the subjects refused to 

speak any English at all during their time in the program. 

Despite these obstacles and a serious lack of appropriate 

materials, the director managed to develop a detailed 

curricular plan, which might have been successful under more 

favorable conditions (Pinton, 1978). 

More recently, the Lafayette Parish Correctional Center 

in Louisiana recently conducted a three-year educational 

project, which served a total of 928 clients. The project 

included literacy training in Spanish for both illiterate 

Hispanic inmates and prison administrative personnel and has 

been recommended for continuance, subject to availability of 

funding (Arcineaux, 1987). 

The Windham School District of the Texas Department of 

Criminal Justice has both bilingual and ESL training 

available in many of its units. The district has reported 

significant annual gains by its bilingual/ESL students 

during a recent school year, and their success rate of 49% 

on the Spanish version of the GED was comparable to that of 

inmates taking the English version (Windham, 1989). 
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The Social Context of Literacy Training 

Many scholars now view literacy in terms of its social 

processes, linked to the varied economic and political 

realities of society (Wrigley & Guth, 1992). In this 

culturally determined view, literacy has been defined in 

terms of an ideological model, whose major premise is that 

"a society's perspective on literacy is influenced by the 

values and ideologies its citizens espouse" (p. 3). This 

multifaceted model is contrasted with an autonomous model of 

literacy, which maintains that "skills are skills," 

regardless of context (p. 3). 

As more refugees and other LEP immigrants enter the 

country, some inevitably find their way into the criminal 

justice system. Penfield (1986) states that new curricular 

models should be developed in recognition of the shared 

sociocultural commonalities of newly arrived people. 

Ferdman (1990) has studied the relationship between literacy 

and cultural identity in a multicultural society. He 

observes that literate behavior is viewed differently 

according to one's distinctive culture, to the extent of 

influencing how individuals acquire and engage in literacy. 

For example, in many African American communities, the 

patterns of socialization determine the acquisition of 

verbal skills. These are often not congruent with school 

use of written and oral language (Heath, 1989). Within 

certain other ethnic groups, there can exist certain social 
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class barriers that militate against the attainment of 

literacy skills by a particular group member. Conflicts can 

develop when one is viewed as becoming different from his 

peers. Attempts at self-improvement are sometimes 

interpreted in the community as a "put-down" of the group, 

or an affront to a husband's masculinity (Madsen, 1964). 

For example, studies of women from two distinct cultures 

have recounted their failure in ESL literacy programs, due 

to the resistant attitudes of their husbands (Gerstenfeld & 

Radick, 1990; Rigg, 1985). 

Correctional educators are now beginning to focus on 

reasons that traditional models of teaching have not been 

successful at reducing recidivism among offenders. There is 

a growing consensus that much of the failure is due to the 

fact that they are dealing with nontraditional students 

whose learning styles are widely diverse (Askins, Young, & 

Hartman, 1992). Canada and some European countries are now 

concentrating on the social thinking patterns of inmates as 

well as job training and basic literacy topics. The use of 

more self-actuated correctional education, such as computer 

literacy programs, inmate tutors and teachers' aides, is 

also becoming more prevalent (Morrison, 1993). One notable 

example is a successful inmate-directed community-based 

literacy program, which has been in operation at the 

Huntingdon State Correctional Institution in Pennsylvania 

since 1984 (Cookson, 1987). 
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Such initiatives are supported by position statements 

like those of participating instructors at the Institute for 

Literacy Studies at Lehman College (Wolfe et al., 1987). 

These educators have expressed certain beliefs regarding 

adult teaching and learning, which are summarized as 

follows: 

Adult learners bring their backgrounds and cultures to 
the program. A teacher should use students' bases of 
knowledge as part of the classroom process, supporting 
their strengths, building their confidence, and 
fostering student perceptions of the classroom as a 
place where they can achieve success and 
accomplishment. Teachers should also encourage student 
control over the educational process and collaborative 
student work, promote active learning, use writing as a 
way of learning about the self and about content 
material, provide students with real reading materials, 
encourage discussion,and develop a community 
oflearners/teachers in the classroom, (p. 3) 

In a similar context, D'Annunzio (1990) reports 

positive results in a Philadelphia program of both peer 

tutoring and tutor training for adult immigrants. This 

community effort was based on a strategy of using Language 

Experience Approach (LEA) and individualized reading as the 

major techniques. Utilizing bilingual tutors who, at best, 

had only attained a high school education, D/Annunzio claims 

to have produced a pedagogically sound and cost-effective 

combinatory model, based on the following assumptions: 

1. [The tutors'] life experiences are of great 
personal value and are highly meaningful. 

2. Learning to read is easiest and most enjoyable 
when reading materials match language patterns and 
speaking vocabulary. 
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3. When allowed to take the initiative, students' 
self image and learning efficiency are 
significantly enhanced, (p. 199) 

For both Cambodian and Hispanic students in the 

project, posttest scores on a standard literacy test were 

substantially higher than on the pretest after four to five 

months in the program (p. 201). One might reasonably infer 

from these results that there would be a likelihood of some 

success, should a program of this type be directed toward 

similarly motivated LEP parolees and probationers. 

Delivery of English as a Second Language 
(ESL)/Literacy Services to Offenders 

More states are now utilizing noncorrectional or 

community-based organizations to deliver educational 

services in the correctional setting. These services are 

beginning to appear in community postrelease and other 

alternative programs (Morrison, 1993). An example of the 

latter is the community-based adult literacy effort in the 

southwestern county upon which this study focused. 

Although many states have developed exemplary adult 

literacy programs, one of the few documented literacy 

initiatives designed specifically for parolees and 

probationers in the United States was recently undertaken as 

a one-year research project by the National Center for 

Family Literacy in Louisville, Kentucky. In cooperation 

with the Jefferson County Probation and Parole Office 

(JCPPO) and the Jefferson County Public Schools, Project 
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PROVE (Parolees and Probationers Realize Opportunities via 

Education) provided adult literacy and General Education 

Development (GED) test preparation for paroled offenders in 

the county. Released offenders were either required or 

encouraged to attend by their parole/probation officers. 

After the first year of operation, selected participants, a 

mix of black/white and male/female, were interviewed to 

assess the program. These participants were generally 

positive about the teachers, the opportunities to acquire 

the GED, and their increased self-esteem and ability to 

think about the future (Potts & Tichenor, 1989). 

The Project PROVE final report disclosed that 123 

enrollees in the one-year project earned 13 GED diplomas. 

Twelve other individuals had begun the GED testing process, 

and additional quantitative data showed grade-level 

increases and GED passing rates significantly greater than 

those customarily seen in traditional adult educational 

programs. Qualitative analysis indicated that the teaching 

philosophy and techniques implemented in this project had a 

positive effect in changing attitudes and perceptions 

(Project PROVE, 1989). 

This notable effort, although demonstrating that 

positive results can be obtained through a literacy program 

for probationers and parolees, did not address the problem 

of the LEP offender. Obviously, that was not a factor in 

the Louisville study, but the challenges associated with 
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providing literacy training for this population still remain 

largely undocumented. 

The literature is all but silent in this area, leaving 

the researcher to draw conclusions as best he/she can from 

available data on adult ESL literacy education in both 

prison settings and in the outside world. The major thrust 

of this study, then, was to focus on both the problems that 

Limited English-Speaking (LEP) probationers and parolees 

confront in a Southwestern city's community literacy/GED 

program and, secondarily, those which likewise face the 

providers of those services. 

The existing literature reveals that literacy problems 

are not unique to any single community, but prevail at 

varying levels in communities across the country. The 

problems are being addressed in a variety of ways, by a host 

of organizations. Perhaps there are, in fact, too many 

providers acting in uncoordinated efforts, but that is not 

the topic of this study. In any event, there are but few 

references to the special problems faced by probationers and 

other prison releasees in general, and those with limited 

English skills in particular. Clearly, the immense societal 

costs of illiteracy and the additional burden of 

incarcerating those who fail to secure a productive, law-

abiding life in the community, militate forcefully for 

priority attention to education in this vital area. 
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CHAPTER III 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK, METHODS, AND PROCEDURES 

The Culture of Poverty: A Framework 

This study was undertaken from a perspective that 

emphasizes the influences of culture on the level of success 

in literacy education for LEP probationers. Although other 

dynamics are no doubt operational in this regard, many 

prominent educators feel that structural changes in the 

economy, the ethnic and racial landscape, government 

policies, and family composition, are taking place within a 

cultural milieu. These changes "combine with one another 

and with that culture to create the problem students that we 

face today" (Eitzen, 1992, p. 586). 

Additionally, the current trend "toward a broad 

interpretation [of literacy] recognizes culture and 

associated factors such as values, beliefs, attitudes, 

motivation, and cognitive styles as key aspects of literacy 

education" (Spanos, 1991, p. 12). The cultures and personal 

experiences of adult learners likewise form the basis of a 

preeminent methodology, the Freirean approach to adult 

literacy education (Spener, 1992). 

A framework developed primarily from culture theory is 

based on observation and grounded in the human experience 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Culture is defined by Spradley 

(1980) as the acquired knowledge people use to interpret 
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experience and generate behavior" (p. 5). It can also be 

viewed as a "social heritage or way of life of a particular 

society at a particular time" (Gordon, 1964, p. 33) thus 

facilitating investigation in terms of time, location, and 

group. The study of various aspects of culture is called 

ethnography. "which seeks to understand and represent the 

points of view of the members of a a particular culture" 

(Castaldi, 1991, p. 1). 

This study has subscribed, in large measure, to the 

ethnographic view promulgated by Geertz (1973). In 

describing events, behaviors, and processes, he strives to 

make discrete meanings of phenomena that members of a 

particular culture experience automatically, as part of 

daily life. Wax (1971) adds that the field worker should 

work toward understanding the insider's view, which is the 

particular insight or shared meaning possessed by those 

being observed, but unknown to the observer. 

In this context, consideration was given to the views 

of Baca-Zinn (1979) regarding the potential for insider-

outsider conflicts. She observes that there may be 

resistance in the minority community to an Anglo-American 

researcher-as-outsider. She wrote that minority researchers 

may have some advantages, in the sense that "the 'lenses' 

through which they see social reality may allow minority 

scholars to ask questions and gather information others 

could not" (p. 212). She also referred to Blauner and 
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Wellman (1973), who assert "that research serves to maintain 

the subordination of racial minorities while maintaining the 

privileged status that social scientists enjoy" (p. 211). 

An important ingredient of the present study, therefore, was 

a concern for the special sensitivities one must possess or 

develop in order to earn and maintain credibility in the 

minority community. 

A compelling study of the human condition was published 

by Lewis (1965, 1966), who isolated a number of cultural 

traits common to impoverished peoples in a wide variety of 

geographical venues. The prominent characteristics of this 

model, called the Culture of Poverty, were then overlaid 

with those of the Mexican American subculture by Burma 

(1970), to reveal a striking pattern of similarities. Its 

features were broadly enlisted to assist in identification 

and coding of the large volume of ethnographic data gathered 

in this extended observation of the impoverished Mexican 

American probationer/parolee, who constituted the body of 

respondents in the study. Below are outlined the more 

salient aspects of the Mexican-American subculture as they 

appear to relate to the Culture of Poverty, or at least to 

that segment of the Mexican American population that 

continues to languish in multigenerational cycles of low 

socioeconomic status. 

First, the family structure of the Mexican American 

subculture, if not entirely matriarchal, tends to be 
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matrifocal. "Sexual experimentation begins soon and early 

pregnancies are common, both in and out of either legal or 

consensual marriage. If the family separates, the children 

in most cases will remain with the mother or her family" 

(Burma, 1970, p. 57). Children who grow up with the father 

absent obviously lack full parental modeling. 

Conversely, in both subcultures there exists a strong 

tradition of maleness (called machismo among Mexican 

Americans). This is a complex web of traits which connotes 

virility, pride, and a certain self-concept, or status, 

among one's peers. This tradition often manifests in sexual 

conquest to demonstrate manly prowess, physical violence in 

the name of honor, and a double standard regarding what is 

permissible among males versus females. 

Other important overlapping cultural traits are those 

of time and tempo. Busyness for its own sake may be 

considered a virtue in the dominant American culture, but is 

to be avoided in poverty-dominated subcultures, where the 

orientation is toward the present, with a lack of concern 

for long-range planning or deferred gratification. Work is 

undertaken out of necessity, and is not sought out as a 

means to upgrade one's status. When near-term needs are 

met, people in both subcultures willingly call a halt to 

gainful activity. 

Related to the above is the tendency toward a certain 

outward orientation, or what the Anglo culture might call 
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fatalism. This mode of thinking dictates that one's fate is 

in the hands of external forces, and that very little can be 

done by the individual to alter or control the course of 

events. To those whose upward mobility is blocked, an 

external orientation at least offers a certain level of 

insulation against damage to the ego. Nonetheless, feelings 

of inferiority, helplessness, dependence, and a lack of 

individual pride and dignity are trademarks of both the 

Mexican American and other poverty subcultures. This 

phenomenon has also been termed learned helplessness (Kuhl, 

1980; Wilkinson & Sanchez, 1985). 

One is not too surprised, then, that in subcultures of 

poverty there is a certain ambivalence toward education. 

Although support of education may be verbalized in these 

communities, its actualization is another matter. Learning 

for its own sake is not really appreciated and is looked 

upon as a misuse of one's time, except as it may directly 

relate to the acquisition of a better job. Similarly, those 

who aspire to improve their status, either through education 

or other means, become pariahs among their peers. Rather 

than supporting those who become involved in self-

improvement, the poverty community tends to tear them down. 

They seem to have a particular aversion to home-grown 

leadership and to highly organized sociopolitical 

activities. 
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In terms of language, people who live in self-

perpetuating pockets of poverty tend to be less able to 

express themselves in standard language and symbols. They 

are therefore limited in their ability to deal with anyone 

outside of their own immediate environment. Researchers 

have documented that children in educational programs at all 

levels, who do not possess the richness of word knowledge, 

will be in a deficit position. In the poverty subcultures, 

there is a doubly difficult obstacle in that the lack of 

literacy pervades both first and second languages. 

Burma (1970) also points out major differences between 

the stable Mexican American home and those in the poverty 

pattern. Children from stable homes will likely receive 

training in respectful conduct and obedience. Good manners 

then carry over into adulthood, with males more polite to 

each other and to women as well. Mexican American marriage 

is also based on deep-seated notions of romantic love, 

devotion to children, and staunch defense from predation by 

the father. 

The vitality of this model has withstood three decades 

of critical examination, although it has not been without 

its detractors. There are scholars who believe that Lewis' 

theory is not relevant to the problems associated with rural 

poverty, and who emphasize that public policy places an 

inequitable emphasis on farmers (Dudenhefer, 1993). These 

observations are only peripherally applicable to the 
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subjects of this study, although many of their forebears 

were indigent rural immigrants. Most of the respondents, in 

fact, have been urban residents for generations. 

Others point out that in terms of the homeless, there 

is no culture of poverty that makes people poor and no 

culture of homelessness that leaves them without shelter 

(Timmer, 1994). The point of this study is that the culture 

of poverty does not create poverty, but rather keeps its 

victims trapped therein. 

Cordes (1987) suggests that the problems of inner city 

minority groups arise, not from a ghetto culture of poverty, 

but from growing social isolation of poor Blacks and 

Hispanics and from changes in the economy. In response, one 

can agree that there is growing isolation of the poor, but 

it should also be added that such isolation is inclusive of 

ethnic and racial poverty groups across a broad spectrum. 

This phenomenon is exacerbated by precisely those factors 

which comprise the framework of poverty culture. 

There is a body of socioanthropological thought that 

places the poverty culture hypothesis in the category of 

neoconservative theory (Dilulio, 1989) and relates it to a 

concept of blaming the victims of poverty for its results 

(Wieder, 1987). In support of government assistance 

programs, they refer to a study by Sanders (1990) that found 

welfare benefits may reduce poverty. However, this same 

study showed that welfare contributes to an increasing 

34 



incidence of matrifocality, while at the same time relating 

strongly to a rising unemployment rate among minority males. 

The present study suggests that welfare programs have little 

more than a temporary effect, and only on the more immediate 

symptoms of poverty. 

What the critics of Lewis' theory seem to have in 

common is a tendency toward apologism for poverty groups as 

victims of racism and a rapidly changing industrial system. 

There is a universal call for a paradigm that will supercede 

poverty culture theory and become an all-encompassing 

explanation of the problem of multigenerational poverty. As 

of this writing, however, nothing has been offered which 

adequately addresses the need for such a comprehensive 

theory. Perhaps, in a dynamic and evolving society, a 

single answer to such a complex phenomenon will not be 

readily forthcoming. 

In summary, a major goal of the research reported 

herein was to produce a relevant, culturally based 

theoretical framework which would enable the investigator to 

pursue the complex strands of relationships found in an 

ethnographic study of a portion of a distinctive cultural 

group. The recognition of any particular viewpoint that 

appears from the data was not intended to be prejudicial to 

any racial or ethnic group. Rather, the study was 

undertaken with the express hope of developing a deeper 
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level of understanding of the population under 

investigation. 

Description of Methods and Procedures 

In the present study, the type of research undertaken 

is described interchangeably as either qualitative, 

ethnographic, anthropological, or field research. 

Qualitative investigation is distinguishable from the more 

traditional research known as quantitative or positivistic 

by its emphasis on participant or nonparticipant 

observation, a focus on natural settings, the use of 

participant constructs to structure the research, and the 

avoidance of manipulation of study variables by the 

researcher. The ensuing discussion of the essential 

distinctions between the two traditions and arguments for 

the strengths of qualitative methods are based on the 

findings of LeCompte and Goetz (1982). 

The problems of and threats to reliability and validity 

are shared by both qualitative and quantitative research. 

In the qualitative tradition, reliability is dependent on 

the resolution of both external and internal design 

problems. According to LeCompte and Goetz (1982), external 

reliability 

addresses the issue of whether independent researchers 
would discover the same phenomena or generate the same 
constructs in the same or similar setting. Internal 
reliability refers to the degrees to which other 
researchers, given a set of previously generated 
constructs, would match them with data in the same way 
as did the original researcher, (p. 62) 
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Validity is concerned with the accuracy of scientific 

findings. The establishment of validity requires that one 

determine the extent to which the research conclusions are 

representative of reality. Internal validity measures the 

extent to which scientific observations and measurements 

authentically represent that particular reality. External 

validity, conversely, views the degree to which these 

representations may be compared to other groups. The first 

criterion has been adequately addressed in the present study 

by its having been conducted in a natural, uncontrived 

setting, using largely unstructured observational and 

interview techniques. This claim is further defended below. 

The second criterion is as yet untested with similar groups. 

One of the major constraints to reliability in 

ethnographic research is the difficulty in replication. 

Ethnography may include the study of an infinite variety of 

human events. Discrete phenomena are of themselves unique 

to particular situations in unique venues, and at different 

times. LeCompte and Goetz (1982) argue that 

generation, refinement, and validation of 
constructs and postulates may not require 
replication of situations. Moreover, because 
human behavior is never static, no study can be 
replicated exactly, regardless of the methods and 
designs employed, (p. 35) 

Nonetheless, both replication and amplification of this 

study are encouraged and recommended. 

Because of this uniqueness or complexity of the 

phenomena, combined with the individualistic nature of the 
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qualitative research process, qualitative studies may only 

approach, rather than fully attain external reliability. To 

enhance credibility in this domain, ethnographers are 

advised to recognize and address five potential problem 

areas: researcher status position, informant choices, 

social situations and conditions, analytic constructs and 

premises, and methods of data collection and analysis. As 

they pertain to this study, these areas are addressed 

elsewhere in this section. 

The question of internal reliability basically amounts 

to whether, in the context of a single study, multiple 

observers will perceive and report like phenomena in a 

similar manner. A factor that is crucial to the integrity 

of internal reliability is interrater or interobserver 

reliability. This important element weighs 

the extent to which the sets of meanings held by 
multiple observers are sufficiently congruent so 
that they describe phenomena in the same way and 
arrive at the same conclusions about them. 
(LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 41) 

Since this particular study was the product of a single 

researcher's observations, this aspect was not a factor 

under consideration. 

The claims to a special strength in terms of the 

external validity of ethnographic research are derived from 

certain unique techniques of data collection and analysis. 

First the ethnographer often lives among or spends extended 

periods with the research subjects. This affords the 
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opportunity for continuous data analysis, enhances the 

refinement of constructs, and more closely matches 

scientific categories with the perceptions of participants. 

Next, there is a close match between the phrasing of 

informant interviews with the empirical categories. 

Finally, the natural settings in which participant 

observations are conducted "reflect the reality of the life 

experiences of participants more accurately than do 

contrived settings" (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 43). The 

claim of this particular study to have taken place in 

natural settings can be challenged by the observation that 

the research actually took place in the researcher's domain; 

that is, an educational setting. The response is, first, 

that there were certain regulatory prohibitions to the free 

use of a variety of settings. To overcome this limitation, 

the observer became a natural part of the setting by gaining 

the informants' trust over an extended period of time. 

Threats to the external validity of ethnographic 

research are those that reduce or obstruct a study's 

comparability and translatability. They include selection, 

setting, history, and construct effects. 

The researcher can select a group to study, which 

actually is not applicable to the problem under 

consideration. The researcher must be able to determine the 

degree to which the construct and the group represent a 

match. The setting of a study may be affected by the 
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investigator's presence or the fact of repeated or 

continuous attention to a particular venue. The historical 

context of one particular group may not be transferable to 

an ostensibly similar group with different experiences 

during identical time periods. Finally, abstract terms, 

generalizations, or meanings may not be shared across times, 

settings, and populations, and therefore may fail the test 

of construct transferability. 

The group under consideration was a natural match: 

probated offenders in an educational setting. Of 

significance is the fact that this group was basically under 

observation in their own neighborhoods. As previously 

stated, the observer's presence was not considered a factor 

after a period of familiarization. Moreover, he was only 

one of several similar instructors in this setting, and 

therefore he did not stand out as a distinctive presence. 

Finally, the study has been carefully edited for unique 

terms, generalizations, and meanining. Any that are not in 

standard use have been noted in the "Definition of Terms" 

subsection. 

Both empirical and ethnographic research face similar 

difficulties in attaining internal validity. Difficulties 

include the following: history and maturation, observer 

effects, selection and regression, mortality, and spurious 

conclusions. 
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Quantitative strategies, which attempt to freeze the 

effects of time, are not the domain of the ethnographer, who 

conducts her or his research in natural, often changing, 

settings. Changes in the social setting are referred to as 

the history of these occurrences, whereas changes occurring 

due to the progressive development of the subjects are 

called maturation. To minimize the threats to internal 

validity in this regard, the ethnographer establishes long-

term periods of field experience. 

This permits time-sampling procedures, the 
identification of factors intervening in the 
social scene across some period of time, and the 
retrospective tracing of phenomena isolated in the 
terminal phases of a study. (LeCompte & Goetz, 
1982, p. 45) 

To meet this criterion, the present study was conducted over 

a period in excess of one year. 

Observer effects in ethnographic research are similar 

to testing and instrumentation effects in the quantitative 

tradition. Potential effects of the observer's presence on 

the informant and the nature of the data gathered must be 

considered, in several regards. The observer may be 

affected by the position he or she occupies within a 

participant group, the status accorded, and the role 

behavior expected. The informant may become dependent upon 

the researcher for status enhancement or various 

psychological needs. In some settings, the participant may 

expect the researcher to take up his cause as a condition of 

support. This observer took precautions to assume a 
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position of neutrality without the inference of either 

advocacy or an adversarial role. A totally dispassionate 

approach did not appear to be possible, but the observer 

took precautions to continually re-evaluate his level of 

personal involvement with the subjects. To this extent no 

counseling was offered, and any suggestions for resolution 

of personal problems were limited to referrals to 

appropriate professionals. 

Quantitative researchers try to control selection and 

regression effects by ensuring that differences between 

control and treatment groups are caused by the treatment, as 

opposed to differences between groups. Although this is not 

normally the problem of the ethnographer, there exists the 

danger of distortion in data and conclusions through the 

less than judicious selection of informants and interviewees 

from marginal or extremist types in a population. To 

control for these potential effects, methodical sampling can 

be employed in the form of cross-informant interviewing, 

validation of interviews, and findings derived from 

participant observation across the spectrum. In fact, these 

techniques are useful to the ethnographer in attaining 

external as well as internal validity. 
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Mortality effects in an ethnographic study are 

sometimes considered a threat to internal validity. As the 

membership of a group under study changes over time, it 

could be surmised that these gains and losses would of 

themselves become separate topics of study. The present 

study was actually predicated on such changes, as student 

turnover was the natural condition of the probationer 

population under study. There was always a certain 

percentage arriving, graduating, dropping out, and remaining 

to continue their studies. Their varying, and sometimes 

predictable, responses in the classroom provided valuable 

perspectives to the data collection and analysis. 

Spurious conclusions, the result of bias or 

contamination, can be counteracted by various methods 

throughout the course of a study. Longevity of the 

researcher's tenure at the site can facilitate the analysis 

of causes and consequences. Participant explanation of 

events cannot be discounted by the researcher's 

presuppositions regarding the foregoing. All likely causes 

must be, and hopefully have been, examined through extended 

discussion with informants. 

Trustworthiness: The Credibility 
of Qualitative Research 

The study reported herein was grounded in ethnographic 

methodology, in which the cultural traits of a certain 

subgroup of people were studied from within. That is, the 
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procedures used were emic, which is a tradition of 

examination of a single setting from inside, rather than 

outside the system. In this approach to research, the 

features are allowed to emerge from the data, rather than 

having structure imposed by the investigator. 

The etic approach, conversely, may compare two or more 

external settings. The emic criteria are relevant to 

internal, rather than universal, characteristics of behavior 

(Stake, 1978). The flexibility inherent in this type of 

study allows for either generalization of the data to other 

situations or for replication. 

The balance of this discussion on the credibility of 

qualitative research is based on operationalizing the four 

principal tenets of trustworthiness, identified by Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) as "the criteria appropriate to the 

naturalistic paradigm" (p. 294). These criteria represent 

the degree to which a qualitative researcher's observations, 

interviews, and analyses are deemed to have the quality of 

credibility and are identified as: (1) truth value, (2) 

applicability, (3) consistency, and (4) neutrality. The 

research need is for balance against the well-known standard 

quantitative criteria of validity, reliability, and 

objectivity. 

Truth value is concerned with establishing "confidence 

in the 'truth' of the findings of a particular inquiry for 

the subjects (respondents) with which, and the context in 
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which, the inquiry was carried out" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 

p. 290). The naturalist must show that the reconstructions 

of his/her findings and interpretations are credible to the 

constructors of the original multiple realities related to 

history, maturation, and other effects discussed above. In 

this regard, the verity of the subjects' responses has been 

exhaustively checked through research and triangulation 

methods. 

The criterion of applicability relates to the extent to 

which the findings of a particular inquiry are applicable to 

other situations or to different respondents. In other 

words, how does naturalistic research meet the test of 

external validity? Is it possible to generalize a 

qualitative study to similar settings? In naturalistic 

research, the condition of transferability is seen as 

fundamental to the generalizability requirement. It is the 

responsibility of the original inquirer to accumulate 

sufficient empirical evidence regarding the study. Whether 

it becomes transferable or not then becomes the task of 

anyone who wants to apply it to another set of 

circumstances. If there is reasonable doubt, then the 

originator of any new proposal is well-advised to undertake 

some type of preliminary study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

note that qualitative studies are at least as impervious to 

threats to both internal and external validity as 

conventional research. 
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Previous research from the culture of poverty strongly 

indicates that these data are applicable to similar groups 

and situations. Nonetheless, it is this particular 

criterion which remains to be tested for both applicability 

and consistency. 

Consistency is one of the key concepts underlying any 

conventional definition of reliability. This is typically 

demonstrated by the ability to replicate a study, which is 

the repetition of essentially similar inquiries under like 

conditions that produce approximately the same findings. 

The problem that plagues quantitative research, of course, 

is to find two or more events, places, personalities that 

can meet the rigorous tests of replicability. Naturalistic 

research will concede a certain amount of what may be termed 

as instrumental unreliability. The human research entity is 

subject to fatigue, carelessness, and mistakes arising from 

a number of variable conditions. These conditions, if 

applicable to the present study, should be the source of 

critical examination by any future research in this area. 

Nevertheless, many changes occur in a study precisely 

because of emergent design sculpting necessitated by 

growing, developing, changing factors in the working 

hypothesis. 

The naturalist sees reliability as part of a 
larger set of factors that are associated with 
observed changes. In order to demonstrate what 
may be taken as a substitute criterion for 
reliability, dependability, the naturalist seeks 
means for taking into account both factors of 
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instability and factors of phenomenal or design 
induced change. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 299) 

In this view, the naturalist takes, perhaps, a broader view 

of reliability, seeking account "for everything that is 

normally included in the concept of reliability plus some 

additional factors" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 299). To the 

researcher's knowledge, there have existed no incidences of 

instability or change in the present study. 

The conventional concept of neutrality considers three 

distinct perspectives: (a) the ontological axiom, based on 

the notion of a certain correspondence with nature; (b) the 

epistemological definition, which assumes an adequate 

distance between observer and observed. That is, the 

observer should be neither disturbing nor disturbed; and 

(c) the inquiry should be value-free. In this view, the 

experience of a number of individuals is objective, and a 

single individual experience is subjective. 

The naturalist prefers a definition of neutrality 

wherein the emphasis is shifted from the investigator to the 

data themselves. The issue becomes the characteristics of 

the data, and whether or not they are confirmable. The 

objectivity of the researcher is no longer in question. 

Rather, it is the data themselves that become the focus of 

the objectivity test. The present study has been faithful 

to the tests of confirmability by the utilization of such 

techniques as triangulation and the observation of multiple 

informants in similar situations. 
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In the view of Lincoln and Guba (1985), the concepts of 

credibility, transferability. dependability, and 

confirmability. are the naturalistic equivalent of the 

quantitative concepts of internal validity, external 

validity, reliability, and objectivity. They offer the 

rationale that different paradigms result in different 

claims of knowledge, with the result that criteria for 

significant knowledge will vary from paradigm to paradigm. 

The naturalistic tradition, then, should be free to function 

in a manner which is most suitable to its own, distinctive 

environment. 

Data Acguisition 

The data gathering portion of this study consisted 

principally of two methods. The first was a series of 

nonscheduled or semi-scheduled interviews. The second was 

an extended period of participant observation. The 

interviews were useful in maintaining a certain focus on the 

overall topic, whereas the observations helped to encourage 

the development of emergent data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; 

Briggs, 1992; Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). Key informants were 

selected from personnel in county court systems, adult 

probation and corrections education, volunteer and school 

district providers of literacy training, and selected county 

probationers and parolees. Respondents from the last group 

were members of ethnic minorities who were actively enrolled 

as students in a community-based adult education program. 
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Field notes from interviews and other methods of data 

acquisition were coded, categorized, and analyzed by using 

the constant comparative method. This method involved 

periodic review of the data to determine the need for re-

evaluation, in the light of emerging perspectives (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1992; Strauss, 1991). 

The interviews were planned so as to have a minimum 

amount of structure, that is, only to the extent that there 

were relatively few key questions that were prepared in 

advance (Patton, 1990). The intention was that the 

interviews should be as open-ended as possible, so as not to 

inhibit the natural flow of conversation or appear to be 

contrived. Both interviewees (informants) and interviewer 

were able to engage in discourse in the most natural way 

possible, so there was a freedom from inhibition and a wide-

ranging flow to the conversation. Nonetheless, there are 

certain topics that were vital to the essence of the 

interview. For example, it was important to know the 

informants' perceptions regarding the relative importance 

they placed on the acquisition of literacy levels and the 

GED. The researcher was prepared to address these topics in 

ways that stimulate a richness and depth of response 

(Patton, 1990). At the same time, it was necessary to 

provide for cross-checking, or triangulation, with other 

informants who may have had distinctive or differing 

viewpoints (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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The role of the interviewer was primarily as a facilitator 

who encouraged the flow of information, and who remained 

acutely attentive to the informants' responses and/or 

actions in the adult learning environment. 

The second component of the data gathering process 

included extended periods of participant observation, 

principally in the classroom or tutorial setting. In the 

classroom, the researcher's role was that of a full-time 

teacher-observer. His presence and intentions were known to 

all parties. Although he actively engaged in all official 

learning center activities, he attempted to "observe people 

in ways which make it unnecessary for them to take his 

official position into account" (Palonsky, 1975, p.89). The 

fieldwork activities involved no social situations, for 

reasons mandated by the nature of the offender-investigator 

relationship. Official departmental policy prohibited any 

fraternization between the educator/investigator and 

offender/clients. Moreover, as a condition of their 

supervised freedom, probationers in this jurisdiction are 

forbidden the use of any intoxicating or other mind-altering 

substances. County employees were constantly urged to 

maintain a certain "distance" from their clients. 

Fraternization at any level, therefore, was to be strictly 

avoided. Appropriate documents were also collected and 

analyzed as part of the process. These included 

probationer/parolee statistical reports, literacy/GED class 
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enrollment and participation records, and curricular 

materials. 

In all, this phase of the study produced approximately 

300 pages of field notes, journals, and interview 

transcriptions. These data were arranged for analysis 

according to a coding scheme adapted from the model 

developed by Bogdan and Biklen (1982). The observation 

period lasted more than year, not including four months 

spent in a pilot study at a separate location. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

Each major aspect of the data analysis has been 

addressed as a sub-section of this chapter. As previously 

noted, certain sections have provided a wealth of 

information, whereas others yielded relatively little. At 

the end of directly quoted speech segments, parenthetical 

notations have been placed to identify the coded interview 

or journal reference and the corresponding page number from 

which the quote was taken. Journals and interview 

transcriptions are on file in the office of the researcher 

and are available upon request. 

Since the study is infused with and influenced 

throughout by the Perspectives of Correctional Services 

Providers, this was selected as the initial area of analysis 

to be addressed. Additional elements to be analyzed in 

following subsections are listed as follows: The Tradition 

of Maleness (Machismo), The Welfare Trap, The Gang Problem, 

Immediate Gratification Versus Long Range Planning, Language 

Limitations, The Pressure to Conform, The Drug Problem, and 

The Fragmented Family. 

Perspectives of Correctional Services Providers 

It is important to recognize that the cultural beliefs 

and attitudes of the providers of a range of correctional 

services are critical components to the success of adult 
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learners. In the community corrections and supervision 

department under study, the major providers of services may 

be generally categorized as probation officials, employment 

services, and education personnel. Interviews were 

conducted with representatives from each of these areas. In 

comparing the responses of providers in two separate 

jurisdictions, it became clear that the attitudes of 

corrections supervisory personnel were highly influential 

over those at the operations level. 

The county in which the pilot study, or initial 

research phase, took place had a total population of 

approximately 250,000, with more than 3,000 of its 5,200 

probationers actually living in the community. The adult 

education program of this county is operated by the county 

school district. The program welcomes students from 

throughout the community and provides services from basic 

education through GED preparation at no charge to the 

student. In this county, no probationers were actively 

taking part in educational activities. Probation officers 

indicated that the courts were not mandating education 

programs as a condition of probation. The probation 

officers themselves generally did not appear to be 

encouraging their probationer clients to obtain literacy or 

GED training. Adult educators provided some anectodal 

information, to the effect that students would occasionally 

confide their status as probationers after the instructor 
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had gained their trust. Nonetheless, the administrative 

records showed that there were no probationers currently 

completing the educational attendance reports required by 

their probation officers. 

An extensive interview with the director of the 

probations department and two of his supervisors was quite 

informative, revealing deeply held convictions of officials 

of this department toward the roles of corrections 

generally, and those of probationer education in particular. 

The interviews generated a considerably mixed set of 

responses regarding the attitudes of these officials, 

especially toward correctional education. 

Functions of Probations 

In regard to the principal functions of probations, the 

department director of the first county felt that there is a 

twofold purpose. 

In general, it's to enforce the conditions of 
probation, and it boils down to protecting the 
community. And the second one is to effect 
rehabilitation whenever possible. That is, to 
determine what needs this person has and help them help 
themselves in bringing about a change, so as to keep 
them out of the system. (AEl) 

As to what those needs may be, the following was 

offered regarding the primary duties of the probation 

officer. 

Well part of his job is going to be at the court. He 
has to go to court to receive the probationer. Then he 
will have to establish some sort of a treatment program 
with the probationer once he receives him, that he is 
going to follow through with the officer, seeing him 
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here and seeing him in his own environment. And in the 
meantime, he's testing him as best he can to see what 
his basic needs are, like I think that all of our 
officers at one time will administer the Wide Range 
Achievement Test, so they can tell whether or not they 
can read at 6th grade level . . . so all of our 
officers administer that. Another thing we use is 
Strategies for Casework Supervision. It's the best 
thing we have. We pick the area that the individual 
needs . . . and if it's determined that they have 
literacy problems [an appropriate referral is made]. 
In the meantime, each officer tries to be knowledgeable 
as to the community resources around him so that he can 
refer somebody to a particular resource . . . They used 
to teach this in state seminars. They'd say a 
probation officer is not a treatment person; he is a 
broker of services. That's great, but the truth of the 
matter is, the buck stops here. (EA2,3) 

These are standard procedures, and if carried out 

according to established policy, should result in the 

provision of a range of services to probationers. The 

question then arises as to why there are no probationers 

receiving educational services through local adult-oriented 

programs. With more than 3,000 probationers living in the 

county, it is a reasonable presumption that some percentage 

is in need of these services. 

The Caseload Factor 

One explanation offered was the caseload factor. 

Thirty probation officers are available to supervise the 

probationer population, for a caseload of approximately 100 

per officer. However, most of these clients are Level 4, 

those who are most thoroughly integrated into the community 

and least in need of supervision. 
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[At Level 4] we try to see them at least once every 
three months. Somebody's gone more than three months, 
we've got an absconder. (EA5) 

An absconder is an escapee, an evader of the law. 

Alright, say in DWI cases we administrate probation and 
in 60% or 65% of all DWI cases they're misdemeanors. 
Now we've run onto some pretty professional people, 
everything from people in my own profession to medical, 
legal people who've gone to a party and got drunk, and 
so these are Level 4 to start out. (EA5) 

You try not to make criminals out of them. And I'm not 
going to try to talk down to them. Me, talk down to a 
doctor? That's stupid . . . You know, there are 
certain offenders that are going to get better in spite 
of us rather than because of us. (EA5) 

The Underlying Attitudes 

The foregoing was the first indication of an 

underlying, unofficial attitude prevalent in this 

department. Clients from certain socioeconomic strata seem 

to enjoy a special status as probationers. The tendency is 

to treat professional people convicted of certain offenses 

with more respect than the lower-class offenders. Their 

offenses are viewed as minor slips in behavior, perhaps more 

acceptable because they belong to an equal, or even more 

highly respected, professional peer group. In other words, 

these are the very problems that people such as the officer 

himself could be having, and he is hesitant to cast 

aspersions on his own kind. 

Identification of the LEP Client 

In the county of this investigation, the problem of 

probationers of limited English ability was deemed 
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significant, particularly by the single Hispanic probations 

supervisor in the department. He was asked about the 

identification process of LEP clients. 

When they cannot communicate with my probations people, 
speaking no English or very little. On every one we'd 
do the WRAT, and usually they'd refer them to me, and 
I'd make sure if they were just pulling our legs, or if 
they could communicate: speak or write English. More 
or less I can tell, because I'd communicate with them. 
(GL7) 

In this manner, it was determined whether or not the 

client could function in English. There was no procedure 

for evaluating a client's literacy levels in the native 

language. There was therefore a presumption that if the 

client was nonfunctional in English, he was not literate at 

all. The question was then posed as to what happens to the 

client whose literacy levels are low in both English and 

Spanish. 

Well usually most of these people are in their 40s or 
50s, and they're not motivated or interested in going 
back and continuing or getting their education. Some 
of them are, and those in the past, I used to refer to 
the Adult Learning Center, to more or less pick up, you 
know, that they could write their name and sometimes my 
officers will work with them in writing. We have job 
applications and they teach them how to write their 
name, tell how old they are, where they were born. 
(GL7,8) 

Levels of Consideration and Understanding 

of the LEP Client 

The researcher began to develop the impression that 

there was very little consideration to be given the 

illiterate Hispanic client, other than to produce the most 

rudimentary elements of writing. The officer was asked if 
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the literacy problem is basically with the older clients. 

The response was somewhat vague and contradictory, but still 

led to the conclusion that the literacy problem was not 

limited to older clientele. 

Yes. And here again, the young ones who are 18 or 19, 
they're not interested, or they're not motivated, and 
lately the thing that's been a great help is that 
anyone who is lower than third grade level, that's a 
term of their probation that they have to encourage 
. . . it's only been I think this year, that . . . it's 
a condition of their probation that they improve up to 
the sixth level. Before the magic sixth grade thing 
came along I recall it was a big thing to graduate from 
sixth grade. (GL8) 

The real problem among Hispanic probationers, according 

to this officer, was something distinct from motivation. It 

was a question of priorities. 

Here again, some of these people just aren't 
interested. They have other problems. They have to 
support families. It's a lesser agenda for them to 
educate themselves; lower priorities. And here again, 
we're trying to inform that they can get better jobs if 
they get the GED or improve their level of reading or 
writing. (GL9) 

The coordinator of the department's Employment Services 

Program (ESP) had an additional perspective on the people 

whom he was responsible to prepare for the process of job 

interviewing. He indicated that many of them had neither 

job skills nor the ability to make themselves presentable to 

potential employers. It should be recognized that this 

officer was not singling out the minority client as the 

exclusive target of his remarks. 

Their appearance is atrocious. You wouldn't want to 
hire them for anything. They come in and their odor, 
you'd have to spray the office every so often. And 
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y'all can take them and scrub 'em out there but it's a 
different problem here. (WEIO) 

The motivational problem of the younger probationer, in 

the view of this department, is doubly difficult to combat 

because of the temptation to make money the easy way. Crime 

would indeed seem to pay, at least over the near term. 

There is a chillingly fatalistic outlook for the future 

explicit in this commentary. 

The young ones that are in the gangs are the ones you 
have to watch, because they're making thousands of 
dollars every week selling dope, and here you're making 
$4.35 an hour turning hamburgers 20 hours a week. They 
can't justify why they're doing that when their friends 
are doing this other stuff. (WEIO) 

You really have a heck of a time justifying your point 
of view, say like their parents. Their dad is broke, 
he lives in a shack, he drives an old car. And their 
brother drives a new car, lives in a pretty fine 
apartment. Dad's working an honest living and the 
brother is stealing dope — girls and whatever -- it's 
usually a variety of crimes they're involved in, from 
gambling to prostitution to narcotics . . . a lot of 
them have kids doing burglaries for them, stealing cars 
and so on. (EAIO) 

The clear articulation of the officials of this 

department in regard to these problems is not to be mistaken 

for objectivity of observation. Neither is it to be taken 

lightly. They see the problem of misdirected motivation in 

a certain light, yet they continue to minimize the 

capabilities of their clients to redirect their efforts in a 

positive direction. The following statement makes it clear 

that these officials do not acknowledge the lack of 

education as a contributing factor in the commission of 

crime. 
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You get hold of the stats and they're going to show low 
education, low everything, but low motivation is the 
biggest factor in a lot of this. I think y'all agree 
that it's a lot of people that probations get that have 
poor education. I don't think we get a person on 
probation because he can't read. He's on probation 
because he broke a law, made that decision consciously 
on his own to break a law. That's our key factor, 
which has still got to be Number 1, is to motivate this 
person to not want to break the law. And if we can get 
them educated, and if we can get them motivated to do 
something better, good. But on the other hand, you're 
not exactly dealing with geniuses socially, and you 
have to realize that with some people, their ability is 
limited. (EAll) 

Here a seemingly contradictory position is taken by the 

probations department, in terms of the lack of probationer 

motivation and the reasons therefor. While acknowledging 

the problem of literacy and expressing the determination to 

find ways to overcome it, the official lays the blame for 

lawbreaking unequivocally on the perpetrator. He speaks of 

a conscious, individual decision-making process, without 

regard for social or cultural mitigating factors, which are 

inevitable elements of the process. He then adds fuel to 

the sociocultural fire with another seeming contradiction. 

He implies that it doesn't matter anyhow, inasmuch as some 

people are apparently not bright enough to be candidates for 

the socialization and educational processes that might be 

motivational. 

Punishment as Primary Deterrent 

According to the previous statement and those 

immediately following, this officer obviously believes that 

motivational training is more successfully pursued through 
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more traditional methods, with which he is more intimately 

acquainted. As a 60-year-old product of the old school, his 

priorities are skewed toward punitive measures as a 

deterrent. When his true feelings begin to show, the 

rehabilitative function fades into an abstraction, the 

complexities of which he has little interest in confronting. 

Well, there was a factor that we had 8-10 years ago 
called prison. Say, "Look, I'm the only thing standing 
between you and 15 years down there pulling cotton, 
with a ugly sucker riding a horse, with a shotgun over 
it spittin' tobacco at you, and every time you bend 
over, there's another old boy wantin' to [make you his 
girlfriend]." (EA12) 

And the joint used to be a deterrent. It's not any 
more. We have people that are asking for prison time 
rather than being put on probation. And they certainly 
are pleading guilty for prison time rather than going 
up there to that Community Corrections Center, because 
they know they're going to have to work there; they're 
going to have to get up at five in the morning, go to 
school, they're going to have to sweep, clean. So they 
can go to the joint for a couple of months and watch 
TV. Plus they can get a couple of tattoos saying 
they're a member of the mafia. "I've been to the 
joint. I'm bad." (EAll,12) 

If there's a deterrent in prison, somebody who got 25 
years and stayed gone all that time, somebody would 
have taken up with his woman and all . . . when you're 
sitting there saying, "Meathead has my territory," now 
that hurts. (EA12) 

There is a frustration level apparent in these comments 

that approaches desperation. This officer reminisces about 

the old days in corrections with obvious nostalgia. He 

further attempts to distinguish between the finer points of 

motivational technique, as follows, and bemoans the lack of 

success his program has experienced. 
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Well, force and motivate are two different things. You 
can force somebody to do things and you're barking up a 
tree, but if you could motivate them to where they want 
to, but there again that's the same thing as dealing 
with the drunks. We can motivate them by sending them 
to classes and Alcoholics Anonymous, but we can't make 
them stop drinking till they want to, and we can't make 
them learn until they decide they want to. A lot of 
them, like in literacy class here, there'd be 6 or 7 of 
them and they'd be just fired up and going and really 
be enthused. [Then to retain] two people out of 5,200, 
it's hard for me to get real excited about that, but 
any success is success. But to say whether or not that 
program is a big help or not, if you get two people 
reading at high school level. (EA15) 

One reacts with some incredulity to the equating of 

educational motivation with the rehabilitation of 

alcoholics. In fact, they are two entirely different sets 

of problems, but they are both lumped into the same category 

by this officer. He is obviously discouraged by his lack of 

success and is groping for a rationale. 

He then proceeds to dismiss family literacy by claiming 

that the probationer does not wish his family to take part 

in such programs. In a latter section of this study, there 

will be further discussion on the machismo and social pariah 

aspects of the LEP probationer's cultural makeup. For the 

present, suffice it to note that there is a certain lack of 

understanding of cultural imperatives by the chief official 

of this jurisdiction. 

Here again, we tried [a family literacy program]. 
Sometimes the probationers don't want their families 
involved, and we do regular treatment programs in 
probation. For example, for him to go to two or three 
literacy sessions in one week, he's not going to try; 
he doesn't want his family involved . . . You may not 
believe this, but sometimes being educated makes you a 
social outcast in your family. (EA15,16) 
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The balance of this discussion had little to do with 

educational aspects of the corrections industry. The chief 

officer was seen as relishing the opportunity to hold forth 

on topics dear to his heart, and he was frank to inform his 

audience that he is no social tinkerer, which he believes 

"has got us in more problems than you can imagine. And it's 

done by well-meaning people like ourselves" (EA18). 

During this preliminary study, a telephone interview 

was also conducted with the adult education director at the 

education service center that provides staff development 

training for a 16-county southwestern region. The 

conversation with this educator produced a similar, perhaps 

even more chilling, assessment of probationer literacy 

training. 

According to the adult education director, both 

probationers and parolees in the region were uninterested, 

and sometimes openly hostile during mandated literacy 

training. Although they understood the reasons for 

attending the program, they seemingly did not, or could not, 

internalize the rationale. As in the county where the pilot 

study was conducted, the students came as seldom as possible 

and tended to drop out quickly. Those who attended were 

frequently under the influence of alcohol or other mind-

altering substances. The educator believes that the system 

is overloaded, that is, inadequate to cope with the twin 

burdens of high caseloads and lack of client motivation. 
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Summary of Pilot Study 

If the offical story from probations officials and 

educators is credible, it would seem to support their 

position as to why literacy training has not been successful 

for the LEP probationer cultural group. In their view, the 

opportunities exist through available community resources, 

but lack of motivation to become literate is driven from 

within the culture by a variety of pressures. Among these 

are the absence of positive role modeling, the short-term 

attractiveness of a life of crime, the low priority attached 

to literacy due to the need to spend one's available time 

earning a living, and peer pressure to conform to lower 

levels of family and group achievement. 

There are also elements of the self-fulfilling prophecy 

in the less than fruitful experiences in this county. The 

expectations of failure are seen as contributing heavily to 

the predicted outcomes. After having observed and described 

the results of the negative influences of a particular set 

of official attitudes, the researcher proceeded into the 

second phase of the study. Again, this phase began with an 

overview of the official position of the supervisory 

personnel of a probations department in another southwestern 

location. 
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Attitudes of Probational Services 
Providers in a Second Venue 

Community Background 

In the second location, a county of approximately 

650,000 people, there are more than 10,000 probationers, 

with some sources quoting figures as high as 16,000 (EPJ02). 

The county itself is largely populated by ethnic minority 

residents, more than 75% of whom are of Hispanic extraction. 

It is largely a blue-collar community, in which a 

considerable amount of the available employment is in lower-

paid, labor-intensive jobs. For example, there are several 

garment factories and many maguiladora plants. The latter 

are industrial plants mainly located in border locations on 

the Mexican side, where individual components are fabricated 

for a variety of products. These components are then 

shipped to counterpart factories on the American side for 

final assembly. 

The entire border area experienced a heavy influx of 

Mexican immigrants, both legal and illegal, in the 1990s. 

The reasons for this are varied, but a primary contributing 

factor was the continued poor performance of the Mexican 

economy. As a result, a high percentage of the county being 

studied is poor, underemployed, and undereducated. Ten 

percent unemployment is considered normal in this 

environment and is a heavy contributing factor to a high 

crime rate. Not surprisingly, the number of those serving 
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probated sentences in the community supervision and 

corrections system has been increasing as well. 

Attitudes of Probationer Services 
Providers in the Second Location 

The director of the community supervision and 

corrections department in the second county is an 

enthusiastic proponent of adult education. As a measure of 

his support, he mandates that two departmental graduation 

ceremonies be held annually, where GED and literacy 

advancement certificates are awarded to students of the 

program. In a brief meeting, the director offered 

departmental support and encouragement to the researcher's 

plan to study probationers under his jurisdiction. His 

direct subordinate, the supervisor of departmental support 

services, was an originator of the plan to create and 

develop the department's two community-based adult learning 

centers, as well as its two residential education programs. 

This supervisor was gracious and accommodating, from the 

outset permitting the researcher full access to the learning 

centers during all operating hours, and encouraging the 

staff to provide any cooperation necessary to facilitate the 

research. 

The two community-based learning centers of this 

department are directly supervised by a coordinator of 

educational programs. This person is responsible for the 

general operation of both the community and residential 
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learning centers. As is the case with his supervisors, the 

coordinator is an individual who is focused on the success 

of the department's learning programs. One of his most 

successful initiatives has resulted in the establishment of 

a tuition assistance program, under which qualified 

graduates of the departmental GED program are awarded grants 

for college tuition. This program may fall prey to budget 

cuts, but it has provided a path to higher education for 

more than 30 of the two learning centers' graduates. 

Under the direction of the coordinator of educational 

programs, the learning programs have grown substantially in 

the three years since their inception. During the 1995 

fiscal year, approximately 400 students received their GED 

diplomas in departmental graduation ceremonies. More than 

95% of these graduates were ethnic Hispanics. In the most 

recent graduation, the top 15 students were monolingual 

Spanish speakers who obtained their diplomas in the Spanish 

language. 

The learning centers offer services in English as a 

Second Language (ESL), as well as those at basic literacy, 

adult basic education (ABE), and GED levels. They operate 

on a limited open enrollment basis. That is, members of the 

general community are admitted on a space-available basis. 

The learning centers also contract with various agencies, 

such as the state's Department of Human Services and the 

Private Industry Council, to provide educational services to 
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their clients. Among other community educational 

initiatives, the educational leadership of the department 

participates in area literacy councils, the Quality 

Workforce planning committee, and the regional Tech Prep 

Consortium. 

All services of the educational programs, exclusive of 

GED testing, are provided free of charge to enrollees. 

Funding for the departmental education programs is provided 

in several ways: by the state's Community Justice 

Assistance Department, through probationers' restitution 

fees, and from contractual fees negotiated with cooperating 

agencies. As noted elsewhere, substantial cuts in the 

current fiscal year's funding from the CJAD threatens to 

result in a reversal of the growth pattern of these 

programs. 

The original philosophy of the supervisor of support 

services was to improve the English-speaking capabilities of 

students so they could perform at higher levels, both in 

daily discourse and on standard tests such as the GED. It 

was soon apparent that this was a challenge that would be 

difficult to meet, given the relatively short periods during 

which a probationer would be serving his or her term of 

conditional release. On the other hand, Spanish language 

GED materials have been, and remain, quite scarce. The 

entire Spanish GED curriculum has been derived from a single 

book of practice test exercises. Although several 
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publishers have recently expressed interest in attending to 

this market, there are few curricular materials in Spanish 

available for students at the basic literacy and ABE levels. 

Nonetheless, approximately 25% of all graduates of the 

learning center programs have been in the Spanish language 

version of the GED. 

The coordinator of educational programs is very 

receptive to any ideas regarding the development of Spanish 

language curricula. He informed the researcher that the 

Spanish version of the GED is in higher demand in Texas than 

the English version. After a substantial period of 

observation, the researcher is inclined to disagree. The 

observable data indicate that the percentage of Spanish 

language GED graduates in this border location is closer to 

25%. Although the demand for Spanish language testing is 

certainly robust, the realities of the marketplace tell 

another story. In many cases, employers prefer workers who 

are already proficient in English, and the GED is one way 

they can quickly assess their English skills. Nonetheless, 

LEP applicants in search of employment do not usually have 

the time to acquire the high level of English proficiency 

that would enable them to be successful in the study of GED 

level materials. At the learning centers, they are 

encouraged to acquire the GED in their stronger language, 

then concentrate on the study of English to the extent 

necessary to become functional in their daily lives. 
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The entire educational philosophy of this department, 

according to the coordinator, "is based on the premise of 

lowering recidivism in the community" (EPJ02). Thus far, no 

tracking system has been devised by the department that will 

correlate probationer education with lower recidivism rates. 

With continued funding of the program hinging on some means 

of measuring success, the importance of attending to this 

need looms increasingly vital. 

Learning Center Staff Composition 

Each learning center is staffed with a full-time senior 

instructor, three part-time instructors, two aides, and a 

data-processing specialist. There are certain limitations 

to the lines of authority in the centers. The senior 

instructors, although their job descriptions call for a 

variety of supervisory duties, are not considered 

supervisors in the official departmental structure. "There 

is only one supervisor here," the coordinator has stated 

(EPJIO). The result has been a rather authoritarian style 

of leadership, leading to a certain degree of overmanagement 

in learning center operations. Staff members have somewhat 

indistinct lines of authority in terms of their day-to-day 

supervision, and are often ambivalent as to whom they should 

seek out with their questions and problems. Senior 

instructors are in the untenable position of having all the 

responsibility and none of the authority to supervise their 

individual centers. Serious problems with employee morale 
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and retention are beginning to emerge as increasing 

pressures for performance are being placed on the staff. 

Many of the learning center staff duties are 

interchangeable. With the exception of actual teaching 

duties performed exclusively by instructors, all personnel 

are expected to be conversant with the major aspects of each 

position at the centers. A system of cross-training has 

been implemented, in order to ensure the highest levels of 

staff proficiency. 

As one might expect, the attitudes of the educational 

staff members of these centers have been crucial to the 

learning program's success. The major aspects of these 

attitudes are analyzed in the following paragraphs. 

Attitudes of the Educational Staff Members 
Toward Probationer Education 

Of the many factors that have influenced student 

performance in the learning centers is an attitude of 

concern for the students' well being. With few exceptions, 

it is clear that the instructional personnel truly care for 

their students. The impression that comes across clearly in 

meetings and informal conversations is that the staff is 

always seeking ways to help the students feel a sense of 

self-worth. 

Some [students] fall through the cracks because of one 
reason or another, but we get a lot who continue 
because they realize the opportunities are greater with 
English abilities. Some of the ones we lose just have 
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such low self-esteem. They don't think they can do 
anything with their lives. That's where we want to be 
of help. (EPJ07) 

Another aspect of the positive learning environment 

that is created by these educators is their enthusiasm, 

which has contributed to the development of a supportive and 

highly motivational atmosphere. Students are informed at 

the time of their intake interviews that the only business 

of the center is learning, but that they will be treated as 

adults. They are encouraged to speak freely with the 

instructors and aides. At the same time, the learning 

center employees frequently engage in light conversation 

with each other and the students. Mild banter, gentle 

humor, and an overall sense of receptiveness are the 

hallmarks of this attitude. "If you don't have humor, you 

don't have anything" (EPJll). 

The rationale for this type of approach arises in part 

from a certain reticence to participate on the part of some 

students, especially those who speak no English. Although 

most of the instructional staff is bilingual, many students 

raised in the more traditional styles of education are 

taught not to be inquisitive, believing it to be 

disrespectful. With others it may be a question of pride, 

or machismo, which is discussed more fully later in this 

study. Finally, the open atmosphere may help to diminish 

any potential outsider-insider effects, which are discussed 
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below, as all employees are encouraged to be outgoing and 

fully communicative. 

An attitude of pride in the accomplishments of the 

learning centers is demonstrated in a number of ways. The 

semi-annual graduations are a case in point. At these 

ceremonies, invited dignitaries offer congratulatory 

remarks, graduates in caps and gowns recite their own 

inspirational speeches and poetry, and the families in 

attendance burst with pride as they take photos and 

celebrate happily at the postgraduation reception. Special 

plaques are awarded to the top ten graduates. Slogans, 

graduation pictures, and the names of recent graduates 

festoon the centers themselves. The following journal 

excerpt exemplifies the enthusiastic attitude that the 

researcher observes in the learning centers on a regular 

basis. 

I heard Mr. I. discussing the progress of a certain 
student with Mr. C. What I noted was the enthusiasm in 
his voice when talking about how this student had done 
so well on a GED practice test, in spite of low self-
confidence. It's more evidence of the depth to which 
these instructors get involved in the program. And 
it's contagious. The students pick up on it, and so 
does the staff. (EPJ20) 

The ability of instructional personnel to communicate 

in the home language of the student, while not an 

attitudinal factor of itself, is a major contributor to the 

development of positive attitudes on the part of both staff 

and students. The existence of a large percentage of 

monolingual Spanish speakers places an initial burden on the 
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staff at the time of student intake interview. It is not 

unusual for 10 or more student intake interviews to be 

scheduled during a single afternoon. When the student 

speaks no English, this duty must be undertaken by the 

bilingual staff. As the student works his or her way into 

the system, the ongoing instructional duties, as well as 

other forms of assistance, cannot be performed by the non-

Spanish- speaking instructor or aide. Among staff members at 

one particular learning center, it has become a subject of 

some concern that the workload is unbalanced, to the 

detriment of the bilingual staff members. For the students' 

part, those who are LEP tend to avoid contact with the 

monolingual English staff, further exacerbating the problem. 

In fairness, it should be noted that any intrastaff 

resentments have been largely confined to this particular 

learning center only, where a certain instructor has 

apparently used her language limitations as a work-avoidance 

technique. She has been sarcastically referred to by other 

staff members as terminally, or profoundly, monolingual, and 

the humor tends to defuse tensions, at least to a certain 

point. Nonetheless, the existence of this type of situation 

leads to the incursion of the outsider-insider phenomenon, 

where the huero (outsider) never fully gains the acceptance 

of the community members. Conversely, another monolingual 

instructor at the same site, who actively and continuously 
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attempts to use her very limited Spanish skills, is rewarded 

by the development of a closer rapport with the students. 

A final observation on the attitudes of education 

facilitators concerns the probation officers themselves. 

The fact is that all probationer referrals emanate from the 

probation officers, and without their full support the 

educational programs would not be successful. These 

officials, based in four satellite offices of the 

department, are responsible for making education referrals 

for any clients who do not have a high school diploma or 

certificate of equivalency. From three of these offices, 

the referrals flow briskly and regularly. At the fourth, 

the attitude of the senior probation officer is somewhat 

similar to that of the senior official in the county of the 

pilot study. He is apathetic, if not openly opposed, to 

probationer education. His attitude flows outward to his 

officers, whose workloads are somewhat less strenuous 

without the additional responsibility of the educational 

component. 

The great majority of probation officers in this 

jurisdiction have a positive attitude toward their overall 

mission, which is the enforcement of the conditions of 

probation, and the specific mandate of helping their clients 

to improve their educational levels. The learning center 

staff must enlist their support frequently to assist in 

motivating clients to attend the center programs. Many 
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probationers neither see the need for, nor recognize the 

benefits of, learning, and must often be motivated in ways 

the public would view as negative. Failure to attend the 

learning centers at regular intervals can result in 

sanctions of various types, the most extreme of these being 

the revocation of their probation. Most probationers will 

cooperate to some degree, but generally the motivation is 

external. In this sense, the probation officers' efforts 

have been invaluable to the continued success of the 

learning programs. 

Cultural Factors Affecting LEP 
Probationer Learning 

One must first acknowledge that the adult education 

program under study has been extremely successful. At any 

point during a typical fiscal year, there are between 900 

and 1,000 students actively enrolled at the learning 

centers. During the course of a year, as many as 2,000 new 

registrants are enrolled in the learning programs. In a 

typical month, approximately 125 new referrals are received 

from the community supervisions and corrections department. 

An additional 50 to 75 are referred by cooperating agencies, 

or enter the program as walk-ins from the community at 

large. 

Since the number of graduates has increased with each 

graduation, the overall mean for the three-year period of 

the centers' existence is constantly shifting. Between 
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fiscal years 1994 and 1995, however, the number of graduates 

has doubled, from approximately 200 to 400. To put this 

number in a larger perspective, the adult learning centers 

of this department now graduate more than any other adult 

education program in the state except for one, which is a 

program located in a city with five times the population of 

the county under study. 

As a function of new enrollments, the percentage of 

graduates can be estimated for the current year at close to 

20% of annual enrollments. Viewed from the opposite 

perspective, however, the percentage of those not graduating 

is between 80% and 90% of those enrolling. Since the 

educational services are provided at no expense to the 

students, the long-term benefits would seem to be obvious to 

all who have experienced difficulties in competing for jobs. 

The question that naturally arises, then, is why the 

graduation rate should is not higher. Having already 

described the effects of the attitudes of educational 

service providers, the researcher then chose to explore this 

question by examining the effects of cultural beliefs, 

attitudes, and behaviors of these students on their learning 

efforts. 

The Tradition of Maleness (Machismo) 

A phenomenon in many cultures that is simultaneously 

intriguing and difficult to understand is that of machismo, 

or maleness. In the learning situation, it is expressed in 
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a variety of behaviors that seem to continuously frustrate 

the process. One of the less obvious forms of machismo is 

the tendency of the male student to decline to seek help for 

his learning difficulties. When working independently, 

either on computerized lessons or in the classroom, he will 

often continue indefinitely in a pattern of repeating 

similar errors. He may become frustrated at his inability 

to solve problems and take out his resultant anger in 

different ways, still avoiding the necessary step of asking 

for assistance. He may repeatedly exit a computer lesson 

without completing it, stalk out of the learning lab 

sullenly, or decline to sign in or out. In classroom 

situations, he may "act out," much like an adolescent 

schoolboy, to disguise the fact that he does not understand 

the materials or the learning task. Usually, he will fail 

to complete homework assignments when the work is too 

difficult. Typically, when the going gets tough, the macho 

man gets going out the door. 

The Macho Male as Brutalizer 

The more virulent forms of machismo generally involve 

the male tendency to act in controlling ways toward the 

women in his life. When the women are students, the result 

is often disastrous to their learning, as in the following 

case. 

V. is a 27-year-old divorced mother of two girls. She 

is the youngest of 11 children. Her mother taught her to 
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clean and make tortillas, but little else. V. got married 

when she was in ninth grade, and she found her new life to 

be very difficult. 

My parents were satisfied when I came home with D's. My 
mother was so tired from raising 11 kids, she didn't 
care when I wanted to quit school. (VEOl) 

In this statement there is a hint of family conditions 

that precipitated V.'s early departure from her home. With 

the family's resources stretched thin from raising 11 

children, the parents were proably relieved to have one less 

mouth to feed. So V. married at the age of 15. 

It was okay for about a month, then he started beating 
me. I figured that I'd bought the whole package, so I 
stayed with it. He was doing a lot of drugs, but he 
didn't treat me any better when he was clean. He 
wanted me to stay in the house and not even open the 
curtains to look out. When the neighbors told him that 
I went outside to throw out the trash, he'd come home 
and beat me. (VEOl) 

He wanted boys, so he told me to abort my second baby 
when we found out it was going to be a girl. That's 
when I threw him out and got a divorce. He used to 
come and see the older one after she started growing 
up. He took her to the bars and fed her wine coolers, 
so I don't let him visit now. I took him to the D.A. 
but they kept giving him another chance. One reason I 
need a good job is so I can hire my own lawyer. My 
girls need a chance. (VEOl) 

Patterns in Battered Women 

Life has not gotten any easier for V. She now lives 

with a man who resents her attending school. On several 

occasions she has come to the learning center with her face 

and arms badly bruised. One day she appeared with dark 

glasses covering a black eye. Having by then earned V.'s 
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confidence, the researcher felt safe in asking her how this 

had happened. 

I made him mad. He was telling me not to bother going 
back to school, so I told him he should just leave me 
alone. I needed to go so I could improve myself. 
That's when he hit me. I probably shouldn't have said 
anything, because I know how he gets when he drinks. 
(VE02) 

By accepting the blame for this man's actions, V. had 

unknowingly become an enabler for his machismo. The longer 

she continued to live with him, the more he could be counted 

on to control her life. It was a pattern in V.'s life 

dating back to her childhood that had proven hard to change. 

V. eventually dropped out of the learning program. Months 

later she called to inquire, somewhat wistfully, about the 

chances of her returning to the learning program. She was 

assured that there would be a place for her, but she has not 

been seen as of this writing. 

Breaking the Pattern 

M. is a Hispanic GED instructor with a keen eye for the 

problems of her female students and a passion for their 

success. 

I have seen women that have been mistreated, and these 
are Hispanic women a lot, have been mistreated by their 
husbands for years, until finally they realize that the 
only way [out] is to get their GED and be, you know, 
get a job themselves. Kind of liberate from their 
husbands. (MGY12) 

The reactions of the husbands? 

Oh horrible, horrible. They even come at times and 
check on them, and make sure that they don't talk to 
any man here, make sure they're not dating anybody. 
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Not having fun, in a way. They're very jealous, 
extremely protective. (MGY12) 

So they're opposed to their women getting an education? 

They're against it. But the wives, I've had quite a 
few say "we're going to do it. I'm going to get my GED 
and get me a job, and get away from this man." They 
get fed up. By the time they come here they're just 
abused, physically and mentally. (MGY13) 

The tragedy of these women's experiences transcends 

ethnicity. It appears wherever ignorance and poverty are 

present. Women often seem to be trapped by economic 

circumstances which give the macho male an additional 

element of control. If they cannot afford to get out of an 

abusive relationship, they tend to remain indefinitely, or 

until they reach the limits of their tolerance. As shown by 

the previous conversations, they often demonstrate a fierce 

determination to turn their lives around, once they make up 

their minds to do so. 

The tendency to defer to their men, however, is very 

strong. One particularly bright young divorced woman was 

afraid of taking her GED tests because the current man in 

her life didn't think it was necessary. After all, he was 

good to her children, gave her money, and treated her with 

respect. What more did she need? 

I just got divorced and my child is not with me. I'm 
in a relationship with this man, and he's helped me out 
a lot. Now he doesn't want me to go to school, wants 
me to stay home. He says I don't need to be gone for 
several weeks while I study for the GED. So I want to 
ask you, can I take the tests now? (EPJ36) 
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This student was assured that her scores were good enough 

that the instructor would feel confident sending her to 

test. Then she was asked if she was going to let this man 

continue to control her life. "Does he own you because he's 

helped you out?" 

You don't understand. I was abused, mentally and 
physically, by my ex. This man has been very good to 
me. I'm all alone now, and he's a big part of my life. 
(EPJ36) 

Fearful of provoking his anger, the student would only 

agree to take her tests without the man's knowledge. After 

receiving her results, which were very respectable, she 

declined to have any further contact with the learning 

center, even to the extent of declining to attend her own 

graduation. She had no further plans to seek employment or 

attempt higher education, preferring to keep peace at all 

costs. 

This student provided a clear example of how some 

Hispanic men prey on their women. They are "good" to them 

during a critical period, just so they can claim certain 

rights as a payback. The women often do not see that they 

have other options, when the initial treatment they are 

receiving is such a new experience for them. Later, the 

original fatherly, protective attitudes of the men can 

change into same old abusive behavior, if the women do not 

continue to show their appreciation in ways that are 

satisfactory to the men. 
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Men whose wives and girlfriends are students are 

extremely jealous and protective of their women. They will 

often call or come to the learning center. They sit outside 

in their cars, waiting to see if the woman might be leaving 

with someone else. They peer in the windows, craning to see 

what kinds of conversations are going on, and with whom. 

Instructor I. relates a particularly vivid example of the 

lengths to which a macho man could go when his suspicions 

are aroused. 

It was almost eight o'clock, getting near closing time 
and all the students had left. I locked the front door 
and began to power down the computers, when all of a 
sudden I heard this banging on the front door. There 
was this man out there, so I went to the door and asked 
what he wanted. He said he wanted to see his wife. I 
replied that there was no one here, all the students 
had left. Well, he didn't believe me. He became 
really angry and insisted that I let him in, because he 
knew his wife was there and he wanted to see who she 
was with. He kept beating on the door and swearing 
that he was going to kick my butt good if I didn't open 
that door. I was afraid he was going to break the 
glass, he was hitting it so hard. He was really in a 
rage by then. I told him I was going to call the 
police, and he left. But pretty soon he was back. The 
way he acted, I think he was crazy drunk, but I 
couldn't take any chances. I had him arrested. I 
don't think his wife has been back since then. (ILOl) 

M., a former instructor, had a novel method for 

defusing tensions of this nature. When a jealous male would 

threaten to interfere with his woman's education, M. would 

invite the couple to come in and tour the learning center. 

In this manner, he would calm the man's paranoia by showing 

him there was no hidden agenda. With open disclosure, there 
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would be no further threats to the masculinity of the 

significant other. 

The Welfare Trap 

In many cases, students on probation are also in the 

welfare system. Almost all have children, some with two or 

three by the time they are 18 years of age. They receive a 

basic amount of monthly income to support their households, 

ostensibly until they are able to find suitable employment. 

The welfare system, however, does not always provide enough 

incentive to become self-sustaining. Even the acquisition 

of the GED does not mean that a better job will be 

forthcoming. It can be generally observed that the present 

system contains certain disincentives. 

There are some other cases where we have AFDC [Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children] people, and those are 
complicated. A lot of women in the AFDC program who 
come to my class, they need to get their GED in order 
to get a job, but they also know that with the job 
they're not going to be able to support the family. 
They have four or five kids, they know that with the 
minimum salary they won't be able to make it, so they 
actually want to stay in the AFDC program, because they 
get the federal money and they can take care of the 
kids. They get food, money, they get apartments that 
are cheap. (MGY14) 

This phenomenon may account, in part, for the reason so 

many students are unable to take a deep level of interest in 

their studies. Except for those with inner motivation, they 

are frequently seen to be going through the motions of 

learning. They use every conceivable excuse to avoid 

regular attendance at the learning centers. When they are 
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present, much of their time is spent in diversionary 

activities: private conversations, newspaper reading, 

frequent "coke and smoke" breaks. Often they go to lunch 

for up to two hours without signing out. When their 

agencies are at the point of canceling their contracts for 

lack of performance, they become suddenly conscientious 

about their studies. Of course, the newfound momentum is 

likely to last but a short time. The corollary, as has been 

observed by many instructors, is that if these students 

spent as much time working as they did trying to beat the 

system, they could all be successful in their studies. 

The Gang Problem 

A major reason for the proliferation of gangs in 

poverty neighborhoods is that they become a substitute 

family. 

A couple of things keep us down: when we feel bad 
about ourselves and when we have poor family lives. 
Then what happens is that young people get into gangs. 
You get love and respect there. The gang takes care of 
you, gets you things you need, fights for you if you 
need help. If gives you what you don't get at home; a 
sense of being somebody. (TE04) 

The culture of gangs is threatening to put a 

stranglehold on many poor urban neighborhoods in the 

jurisdiction under study. On many occasions, student gang 

members have come to the learning centers looking for rival 

gang members. Instructors have been placed in the 

precarious position of breaking up arguments and asking the 

antagonists to take their disagreements outside the learning 
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centers. In one particular instance, after a tense 

situation was defused, the rival members were joined on the 

sidewalk by female gang members. There the fracas became 

loud and threatening, mainly because of the aggressive 

nature of the lady members, in this instance. 

There is a level of comfort associated with gang 

membership. One young woman had been approached 

romantically by a male student at the center. She rejected 

his advances, and there ensued a disagreement. When the 

young man angrily left, there was some concern over 

potential retaliation, to which the woman replied, "I'm not 

worried. My homies will take care of me. He won't dare 

give me any trouble" (MOOl). 

Common. Everyday Violence 

Gang members have been overheard talking about violence 

as if it were commonplace in their lives which, one can 

assume, it is. One female student related the events 

surrounding a driveby shooting in which she had been 

involved. 

I was sitting in the seat right next to him when it 
appened. He just sort of leaned his head on my lap and 
there was blood all over us. He died right there 
without a word. (EPJ32) 

This story was told impassively, with the tone of a 

hardened street person, and the impression received was that 

it served to make this young woman somebody important in 

gang lore. 
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Quite recently several young gang members, apparently 

high on drugs, engaged in a game of "Russian roulette" with 

a revolver loaded the traditional way: a single live 

cartridge in one chamber. One member, a student of the 

learning center, was killed. His other friends were 

unusually quiet upon reporting to the center, but after a 

time were willing to relate the events as they had heard 

them. In due course one of them posed a question to an 

instructor that showed, among other things, how hard it is 

for the gang member to express his innermost feelings. He 

asked, "Mister, how do you grieve?" 

Immediate Gratification Versus 
Long-Range Planning 

There is little evidence of long-range planning in the 

poverty culture. Adult students of low socioeconomic status 

have real cravings for that which will satisfy immediate 

needs, beginning with anything sweet. Learning center 

personnel have learned that if Halloween treats were left at 

the front desk, they would soon disappear. Students would 

grab candy by the handful and when it was gone, they would 

ask for more. Routinely, candy and gum wrappers are left 

lying around, much like birdseed. Blackened chewing gum 

dots the floors and has been seen perched on computer keys. 

Students often make a game of seeing how much food they can 

bring into the centers surreptitiously, knowing that it is 

against the rules. 
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Typically, students will arrive at the learning centers 

for the first time stating, "I came to get my GED." One of 

the first questions they ask is, "How long will it take me 

to get it?" Many of them actually believe they can show up 

a few times, then go take the test. Some are surprised that 

they have to study at all. As one instructor put it, "I 

believe they think we give GEDs away in Cracker jack boxes" 

(EPJ30). 

This aspect of unrealistic expectations is a 

characteristic of many adult students in the poverty 

culture. Many of them score low on preliminary assessments, 

but will state that they were not at their best for one or 

another reason, then insist on taking the final examination 

right away. A typical student, after turning in a sixth 

grade-level test result, wanted to take the GED in a week or 

two. When test results prove too low for immediate 

advancement, discouragement sets in. One of the major 

reasons for the high dropout rate among these students is 

the dawning realization that extensive, sustained effort is 

required to reach long-term goals. They simply are not 

prepared for anything that appears to be so distant and 

unattainable, when almost everything they need to survive is 

available with little or no planning involved. 

An aspect of adult students' short-term orientation 

which often leaves instructors totally frustrated is the 

lack of commitment to regular attendance at the learning 
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centers. One who subscribes to the traditional values 

associated with the Protestant work ethic can find this a 

most disruptive part of the educational process. 

Students are extremely resourceful in finding reasons 

for nonattendance. Babies are sick, day care is not 

available, third cousins in Los Angeles are having an 

anniversary, grandparents are coming to visit, grandparents 

need to be visited, public school is out today, there is 

some obscure bank holiday. Church holidays are observed 

religiously, although religion itself seems to be of small 

consequence. The days before and after holidays are 

apparently seen as crescendo and diminuendo, and to be 

scrupulously observed as well. Weather changes are powerful 

motivators for inertia. In summer, at solstice time, during 

harvest rituals and spring break, the children are out of 

school. Parents, especially those who are not working, tend 

to follow suit. The general observation is that parents in 

the poverty culture are not far removed from the emotional 

levels of their own children. 

Language Limitations 

Bi-illiteracy in Poverty Culture 

Almost all the LEP probationers in this department's 

learning program are also Spanish-speaking. For as many as 

half of these, Spanish is also the home language of choice. 

They are usually as limited in one language as the other, in 

terms of structure. In fact, many are bi-illiterate. After 
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reviewing hundreds of adult GED tests and essays, one can 

conclude with some certainty that the major problem with 

these students is that they have never learned to read or 

write at a literate level. Since the GED is a series of 

reading-intensive tests, those who are unprepared in reading 

cannot be successful. 

This is true in all areas, including mathematics. Most 

students can perform the basic four arithmetical functions, 

but they have greatest difficulty in attempting to cope with 

word problems. They do not possess the enriched vocabulary 

needed to be functional with mathematical or scientific 

reasoning, and they cannot express themselves in writing 

beyond an elementary level. The researcher compared a set 

of fifth-grade essays submitted for a local contest with 

those of a random group of adult student essays, and the 

differences in quality were fairly consistent. Overall, 

the children were far more competent. 

The Path of Least Resistance 

A particular element of comparison between ESL classes 

in this department's learning program and those in public 

schools of the border region may serve to explain why 

students at all levels have difficulty in acquiring English 

language skills. In both areas, it has been repeatedly 

observed that instructors who are bilingual tend to teach, 

or often regress into, the home language of the students, 

in this department, the researcher has observed entire ESL 
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classes that have been conducted primarly in Spanish. There 

is no easy explain for this occurrence. In part, it may be 

a way for the instructor to gain the cultural confidence of 

the students. In the larger sense, it may be surmised that 

it happens because that is the easy way for many teachers to 

teach. Of course the end results are flawed, but teachers 

may be fooled into thinking that a large amount of material 

is being taught. In fact, it may be that subject matter is 

covered without significant transferrence of knowledge 

taking place. 

A similar phenomenon occurs regularly in the computer 

labs of the learning centers. Bilingual teachers 

consistently speak Spanish to students who address them in 

the home language, regardless of the students' competence in 

English. There is a certain lack of priority to develop 

English language skills that one believes to be a hindrance 

to the overall process. One sees this as an absence of 

urgency that begets inertia. People whose entire region is 

predominantly Spanish-speaking have problems dealing with 

the need to make changes, even when they clearly understand 

the imperatives of their economic welfare. 

The Pressure to Conform 

Conformity to the Code 

The culture of poverty does not expect academic 

excellence from its members. On the contrary, there is 

considerable pressure to conform to the customs of the 
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culture, to express oneself in the patois of the street, and 

to behave in accordance with the code of the peer group. 

Those who demonstrate evidence of nonconformity are showing 

some degree of disrespect or disloyalty to the extended 

family, as it were. 

Both those things are true, but I'd say they exist in 
all cultures of low socioeconomic status [SES]. The 
Hispanic male is very protective and jealous, and 
fathers don't think their daughters need to be 
educated. But I think those are cultural traits which 
exist everywhere. It's changing as we change as a 
society. But remember that we're still getting a flood 
of immigrants from Mexico who bring with them those 
old-fashioned ideals. It's only when they become 
Americans that they begin to adopt new customs. (RBOl) 

Breaking the Cycle 

These are words of a Hispanic instructor who sees the 

dynamics of change as a gradual process that is affected by 

the powerful influences of the old order. She makes the 

important point that only "when they become Americans" will 

the pressures to conform begin to abate. 

There's nothing in the Hispanic culture that says a 
person should stay poor all their lives, or that they 
should be lacking in self-esteem. That has more to do 
with the economic status. People of any ethnic group, 
even Anglos, who have been poor for generations, are 
going to act like they're in a never-ending cycle from 
which there's no escape. (RBOl) 

This instructor further reinforces the theme of this 

study that it is the culture of poverty, not one's 

ethnicity, that is the major detriment to one's ability to 

break the cycle of low income and low self-esteem. For her, 

the rewards of breaking that never-ending cycle are: 
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Seeing the change in attitudes and the raising of 
confidence and self-esteem. When they first arrive, 
some of them have such a chip on their shoulders. They 
don't want to talk; they act ashamed to be here. After 
they've gotten into the program and enjoyed the 
satisfaction of some progress and some small successes, 
they seem to gain confidence. It's a building process. 
When they start passing those tests, then they really 
gain momentum. At the end, they know they're worth 
something. (RB02) 

Insiders and Outsiders 

Another instructor views cultural conformity as a 

question of pitting the people against the establishment. 

As an Anglo, he perceives his own ethnicity as making him an 

outsider. 

This means a lot (pointing to the light color of his 
bare forearm). I'm not the right skin color to be 
trusted right off. Also, the way we dress sets us 
apart. We're in ties and jackets, and that makes us 
look like the POs. (CAOl) 

Probation Officers (POs) are the people from the other 

side, the ones who are responsible for putting the students 

in the learning center in the first place. 

That's it. Those are the guys who make them come here, 
and at first they act like, "Don't talk to me. I don't 
have anything to say to you." (CAOl) 

Thus is raised the affective filter of conformity to 

the insider ideal, by suspicion and distrust of the outsider 

culture. Nonetheless, that filter can be lowered by use of 

appropriate techniques, in the view of this instructor. 

It takes time. After a while they have to ask someone 
for help, and we all circulate around, taking them as 
they come. In time they find out we're here to help 
and most of them come around. You just have to earn 
their trust. (CAOl) 
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The Drug Problem 

A Child of the Streets 

M. is 16 years old, a student with two children who has 

been on the streets already for years. She is short, cute, 

dimpled, street-wise, and quick-witted. She speaks of her 

experiences with gangs and drugs with the same matter-of-

factness as if she were discussing the weather. 

I've watched one of my homeboys and one of my home-
girls die from drugs. One day they overdose, and the 
next they're gone. It scares me. (EPJ33) 

She offered the following as testimony to her personal 

experience. 

I knew I was hooked, and I was selling it and 
everything. But when I found out I was pregnant, I 
threw it all away, just quit. I didn't want my baby 
growing up with some kind of defect. I've had my two 
babies and I'm still clean. I told N. (another female 
student) that the difference between us is that I 
married the father of my baby. I didn't even have sex 
with him till we were married. (EPJ33) 

Hooked and Hopeless 

One of M.'s longtime friends and fellow students was 

Y., a woman of 36 with three children, one in high school. 

Like M., Y. had an effervescent personality. She was also 

outrageously flirtatious, and seemed to be on a mission to 

get her GED. Her outgoing nature was so ingratiating that 

one paid no attention to her rather plain, gaunt features. 

Nevertheless, her ready smile disclosed a number of missing 

teeth. Her demeanor usually seemed somewhat hyperactive, 

especially when she was working on her assignments. She was 
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constantly striving for the 100% paper and sought 

reinforcement from instructors for practically every problem 

in her assignments. 

Before very long, M. volunteered the information that 

her good friend Y. was a heroin junkie. As later events 

would prove, all the hyperactivity and bubbly personality 

were most evident when Y. was high on drugs. According to 

M., Y "had to take the stuff just to feel normal" (EPJ33). 

She went on to explain why Y. seemed to feeling particularly 

bad one day during the previous week. 

She was just trying to kick the habit. She went four 
days without anything, and the last two she was just 
miserable. She begged me to take her out to buy 
something. She doesn't even have a car. I told her 
that I can barely afford gas to come here. I sure 
can't drive her around to buy smack. We almost lost 
our friendship over that one. I kept telling her, "if 
you can quit for four days, you can keep going on." 
She said, "but I need it, I need it." I know how she 
feels, but I can't do it for her. Every time she takes 
a break now, she wants me to cover for her while she 
shoots up in the bathroom or the alley. (EPJ34) 

In this unfolding story, there existed the irony of a 

role reversal, with the child-woman counseling and 

comforting a woman old enough to be her mother. From the 

perspective of her years on the street, M. was able to do so 

with the authority of one who had walked the walk of a 

druggie. The researcher was witnessing a drama that remains 

very difficult to put into words. 

Y.'s time in the learning center was regrettably short. 

It soon became obvious that she was soliciting money from 

other students for drugs. Her own sister-in-law complained 
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that Y. had asked her to sell her wedding ring so Y. could 

make a score. Y. was disarmingly honest when confronted 

with the accusations. She told her instructor that she had 

really cut the drug down to just one hit per day, and in the 

morning she was taking Tylenol 3 to keep herself calm. Of 

course, the latter is a codeine-based drug, so she was 

merely trading one narcotic for another. As Y. departed the 

learning center for a drug rehabilitation program, she was 

overheard to curse M. for "ratting" on her. Y. has not been 

heard from since that time. 

The Price of Arrested Development 

For her own part, M. did not last very long as a 

student either. She had the unfortunate habit of disrupting 

other students with her brassy behavior. She could not 

accept any form of admonishment and was unable to 

concentrate on her studies long enough to make significant 

progress. After about 45 eventful days as a student, she 

moved away from the area with her current boyfriend. 

M. was in many ways a prototypical student from the 

poverty culture. She exhibited many traits of a child, and 

still other characteristics of a much older woman. She was 

old in terms of experience, even to the point of showing 

signs of physical exhaustion. Her energy level never 

appeared high enough to see her through a full day at the 

learning center. One cannot state for certain whether her 

problem was either from a lack of carbohydrates or of focus, 
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but the result was similar. She could be described as a 

kind of greenhouse street flower, fed and watered with the 

nutrients of bitter experience, and forced to bloom long 

before her time. The price of this artificial maturation 

was the near-total absence of a developed root system. In 

other words, the foundational growth had been arrested and 

the promise of real development was in jeopardy of toppling 

before the wind. Her emotional, cognitive, and behavioral 

levels were, in fact, no further advanced than any 

adolescent who still needed a family's steadying influence. 

At the learning centers, the number of students who 

have been lost due to drugs is impossible to estimate, but 

is undoubtedly substantial. The researcher has witnessed 

drunken and drug-induced behavior on repeated occasions, on 

or near the learning center premises. One evening, a 

particular probationer was so drunk that he kept falling off 

his bicycle while weaving back and forth in the learning 

center parking lot. His condition did not deter him from 

making indecent proposals to women inside, however, and he 

was soon arrested for his behavior. Another student began 

yawning during her intake interview, and fell asleep while 

taking a reading test. A urinalysis later showed that she 

had been using heroin. Still another came in staggering 

drunk, bragging that he had just gotten his welfare check, 

and was going to buy some drugs with it. 
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The drug habit, unfortunately, is not unique to 

students. A very promising candidate for an instructor 

position recently tested positive for drugs during her 

employment physical examination. A large percentage of the 

probationers performing community service as maintenance 

workers and aides has been convicted of driving while 

intoxicated (DWI) and other drug-related offenses. The drug 

culture festers with problems that cut across ethnic and 

cultural lines, problems that seem to impact the poor in 

ways that loom as incredibly formidable barriers to their 

escape. One of the more lamentable aspects of this research 

is the lack of knowledge regarding the fate of those who 

fall through the safety net offered by education. 

The Fragmented Family 

The growing number of broken homes is a sad fact of 

existence at all socioeconomic levels in our society. It 

impacts the poor more than any other cultural group in terms 

of limited resources, options, and perspectives. The 

following account of the experiences of one particular 

student at the learning centers was particularly 

illustrative of this dilemma. 

A Story of Hardship and Hope 

T. is a Hispanic woman of about 30, married a second 

time, tall and slim, with a lively personality. She was 

working on her writing skills in Spanish, in preparation for 
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the GED. She had the ability to do the work, but was having 

some trouble with organizing her essays. She was one of a 

number of students at the learning centers with a 

rudimentary education in Spanish, overlaid with a thin 

veneer of schooling in English. It has left her rather 

poorly prepared in either idiom, and has resulted in a 

struggle to overcome her academic limitations. Nonetheless, 

her spoken English was quite good, and her ability matched 

her determination to develop competent reading and writing 

skills. 

T. came from a dysfunctional family and never knew her 

real father, except that he was a soldier stationed at the 

local army post and was an Anglo named Pete. T. ' s mother 

was remarried to her stepfather when T. was very young. 

This man is an American citizen of Hispanic descent, while 

the mother is a Mexican citizen. They raised T. between 

Mexico and an American border city, and she only finished 

sixth grade before going to work. For T., the growing up 

years were hard ones. 

My stepfather raped me when I was five years old. 
Years later I told my aunt. At first she didn't 
believe but later on she did. But my mother acted like 
she didn't want to know about it. They acted like it 
was my fault. I never could understand why she never 
said anything to my stepdad, when he was the one 
messing with me. I went to live with my aunt for a 
year after that, but I really missed my mother so I 
went back. Pretty soon she took me out of school 
because I asked a stranger for cigarettes. So after 
she told me to go earn money for my own bad habits, 
that's what I did. After selling chandeliers for a 
year on the streets, I was offered a job as a 
secretary, even before I could type or take shorthand. 
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I learned a lot of it on this job. My mother called me 
a whore when I came home with my first paycheck. She 
didn't think there was any way I could've earned that 
money honestly. That's when I said, "If that's the way 
she thinks, then I'll just be one." But when I thought 
about it, I decided that I wouldn't give her the 
satisfaction. I'd make it somehow. I already knew I 
could make money because I had sold door-to-door and in 
the streets for a year. I had made it on my own, and I 
wouldn't let her beat me down any more. So I left home 
for good. I came here and found a job as a maid. 
(TE02,03) 

T. soon met and married a Puerto Rican serviceman. 

They were assigned to Germany, where his career and their 

marriage fell apart. He would unexpectedly come home at 

night when he was supposed to be manning a guard post. He 

was ultimately caught and received a dishonorable discharge. 

Back home as a single parent, she eventually met and married 

a local Mexican American man. They have a second son 

together, and T. recently became a probationer for an 

unstated offense. She chafes about restrictions that 

prevent her from visiting her mother in another state, 

despite lingering traces of their former estrangement. 

In my mother's home the man comes and goes as he 
pleases, and he's involved in drugs. She just has this 
"amor ciego" [blind love] and keeps on taking it. I 
try not to let this affect my kids. They still go to 
see "Viejo" [the old man] and I never bring up the old 
stuff. I figure those are the grandparents and I want 
my kids to know them. But I tell you, once my five-
year old came home and told me that Viejo had hit him 
in the head. I went to him and and told him that if he 
ever did it again I'd try to kill him. I don't care 
what else happens, nobody is going to mess with my 
children. But if his real father wants to visit him, 
I'm not going to prevent it. He knows his father dealt 
drugs and hates him for it, but he doesn't know but a 
little bit of what went on: the beatings, sleeping 
with other women. I don't think he needs to know that 
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now, maybe later when he's old enough. But they 
already know more at 10 than I knew at 20. (TE03) 

Mexicans can be pretty bad, but we're the only ones who 
can change things. But I don't like to see what's 
going on these days in families. If a kid says "fuck 
you" to his mother, the mother will just say nothing. 
If my kid does this, he won't have any teeth left. You 
have to show kids that you care what they do and that 
they're responsible for certain things. If a kid 
doesn't do his work and all the parent says is "I told 
you so," the kid won't remember it. They need to be 
reminded every day of their jobs, on a list, when he 
walks in the door. "Do you have homework today?" 
Otherwise a kid won't pay attention. He'll just think 
you forgot and he can get away with it. (TE04) 

T.'s story is one of determination to overcome the odds 

often faced in the culture of poverty. The hardships and 

abuses of her childhood have forged a toughness of spirit 

that has helped her to overcome many obstacles. Where many 

have fallen, there are also notable successes. 

I want to be a teacher. I want to teach adults, not 
kids, because I think I can help them because of my own 
experiences. But I have this wall around me, where I 
don't let anything inside that may hurt me. My 
instructor says I have to start breaking it down, and 
I'm trying. But that wall didn't go up all at once and 
it won't come down all at once. Right now I have to 
learn to pass this essay, and after that I think I can 
take the GED. It's bugging me that I can't write well 
enough. (TE05) 

After one attempt at the GED in which she failed the 

writing skills portion, T. finally passed her tests. She 

now serves as a school crossing guard and teachers' aide at 

her sons' school, and is an avid fan of their basketball 

team. She is planning to attend the local community college 

in the near future. 
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Synopsis 

The foregoing analysis has been an attempt to describe 

and interpret the cultural dynamics of a particular 

community segment that affect the learning outcomes of an 

adult offender educational environment. There were no 

preexisting data in this area upon which to draw, and the 

researcher had relatively little previous knowledge of the 

functions of a community correctional system before 

beginning the study. The idea was to let any conclusions 

emerge naturally from the data analysis. Certain of the 

findings have been broadly applicable to universal patterns 

of poverty culture. Others, particularly those regarding 

the attitudes of service providers, have hopefully 

contributed to the generation of new revelations in this 

field. 

It is a credit to the spirit of the adult probationer 

student that so many of them are able to prevail in their 

endeavors, despite the often overwhelming pressures of 

poverty-driven forces that militate against their success. 

For those who do not succeed the first time, one can always 

offer the hope of other chances. Their future depends 

largely, however, on their ability to break the patterns of 

failure associated with the culture of poverty. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

Although a growing number of LEP students enjoy success 

in community correctional education programs, a much larger 

number appear to suffer from the universal problems that 

plague the members of the culture of poverty. The first 

section of this chapter reprises the overall observations of 

this study with regard to attitudes and behaviors of both 

correctional services providers and LEP probationer students 

that affect the processes of learning in a particular 

community correctional education setting. 

The typical adult LEP offender-student from a low 

socioeconomic background is a school dropout, usually at the 

eighth or ninth grade level. Low levels of literacy in 

these students have been both observed and documented 

through records of performance. Judging from responses to 

questions asked of many entering students, the actual 

detachment from the education process probably began in the 

primary grades, when the student was first expected to be 

able to produce literate work and could not do so. The 

complex web of reasons therefor is beyond the scope of this 

study, but a correlation between early school difficulties 

and low levels of adult literacy appears to be implicit. 

Having opted out of formal schooling opportunities, a 

dropout soon finds that the world has not exactly been 
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awaiting his or her arrival. If jobs can be found at all, 

they are low-skill, minimum wage positions with little 

chance for advancement. Children are conceived when young 

fathers and mothers are still little more than children 

themselves. Quite often the mother is abandoned to raise 

the children as a single parent with no marketable skills 

and few job prospects. 

When the undereducated poor become desperate for ways 

to feed a family, earning money on the streets may loom as 

the alternative of least resistance. Therefore, youth from 

the poverty culture follow a path that may easily lead to a 

confrontation with the criminal justice system. With a 

criminal conviction, the offender becomes a ward of the 

correctional system while his or her levels of cognitive and 

behavioral development still approximate those of 

adolescence. 

The typical student in correctional education 

lacks short- and long-term goal formation skills 
which should have been learned during a prior 
developmental stage. This inability stems from 
low self-esteem. The behaviors that [such] 
students exhibit are primitive and concrete. 
(Strawderman, 1994, p. 183) 

Developmentally arrested adult students in the 

community correctional system have a limited concept of the 

learning process. They lack a solid frame of reference for 

learning. That is, since their foundational learning 

experiences have been limited, they have no solid schema 

into which new information should fit. Their life 
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experiences, as related to school, have been painful and 

disjointed. They remember feeling ignorant, out of place, 

and embarrassed at having to display their lack of skills in 

front of their peers. In public school, acting out had 

become their refuge, being disruptive their mask. School 

days had been devoted to dodging the agonies of defeat and 

of seeking ways to avoid responsibility for themselves and 

their education. 

Through this process of deflection and avoidance, these 

students have often fallen into lifelong patterns of dealing 

with their universe called learned helplessness (Gage & 

Berliner, 1979; Wilkinson & Sanchez, 1985). They find 

reasons to blame outside elements for their problems, and 

this external locus of control becomes their guiding 

principle (Rotter, 1991). When they become adult students, 

neither their cognitive nor their behavorial development has 

advanced materially beyond the adolescent level. They 

continue to demonstrate many of the manifestations of 

learned helplessness that were identified by Wilkinson and 

Sanchez (1985) and briefly summarized as follows: (1) the 

lack of a vision of the future, which is parallel to the 

need for immediate gratification as previously identified in 

this study; (2) a poor self-concept, resulting in an 

overall view that nothing one does can be successful; (3) 

the lack of a positive and supportive community; and (4) 

language limitations and/or deficits. These traits and 
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others form the basis of Lewis' (1966) theory of poverty 

culture, from which this research has drawn liberally. 

In this study, the importance of provider attitudes has 

been shown to be an indispensable ingredient to the success 

of correctional education programs. In the county where the 

pilot study took place, no viable education program existed. 

The chief probation official of the jurisdiction placed very 

little emphasis on the educational aspects of the 

corrections process. 

In the county of the second phase of the study, 

however, education remains one of the highest priorities of 

the department. Intradepartmental cooperation between field 

operations and the education centers is a hallmark of the 

emphasis placed on probationer education. In this 

jurisdiction, probation officers are given recognition for 

the number of referrals made to the learning centers. 

Senior academic instructors are invited to make 

presentations at new officer orientations. Probation 

officers become special invitees to the semi-annual 

graduation ceremonies. Their participation in all phases of 

the educational programs is encouraged at every level of 

supervision. 
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Conclusions 

Based on the findings of the study, the following 

conclusions have been derived: 

Conclusion #1 

From the comparison of these two community correctional 

jurisdictions, the first major conclusion of this study is 

that attitudes of community correctional directors and 

supervisors, as well as those of educational personnel, are 

critical to the success of any community correctional 

education program. 

In another context, data from observation of, and 

interviews and conversations with, students themselves 

yielded a variety of data. The lack of access to 

probationer students on a social basis has already been 

noted as a limitation to the study. However, within the 

educational context itself there are several areas from 

which significant conclusions have been drawn. These are 

reviewed in the following paragraphs. 

Conclusion #2 

A major conclusion of this research is in regard to the 

tradition of maleness, or machismo, which is pervasive 

throughout the culture of poverty and affects both men and 

women students in probationer education. This aspect of the 

culture inhibits the progress of men, often in insidious 

ways, as an exaggerated expression of male pride and 
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virility. At the same time it acts as a barrier to any 

display of male vulnerability. Macho males will often 

accept failure rather than asking for needed help. Machismo 

results in the repression of women by their overprotective 

men, who often react violently to attempts by women to 

improve their status as productive human beings. Many 

probationer students of both sexes have been unable to 

succeed in community education programs as a result of the 

effects of machismo. 

Conclusion #3 

Many families in the culture of poverty, notably single 

female parents, are caught in the welfare trap. In many 

cases, the current welfare system actually provides 

disincentives to escape from the trap. The acquisition of a 

GED, for example, does not guarantee a job, but employers 

require this evidence of scholastic achievement for almost 

any minimum wage position. The welfare parent, after 

deducting costs for transportation, child care, and work 

clothing, often finds that her net takehome pay is less than 

the amount to which she is entitled from welfare. In 

addition, while remaining on welfare the parent can spend 

more time at home raising the children. 

Participation by the welfare recipient in educational 

programs is often undertaken with less than wholehearted 

commitment. The welfare system is seen as a major 
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contributing factor to imprisonment in the cycle of poverty, 

from which escape is very difficult. 

Conclusion #4 

Much has been written regarding the gang problem in the 

culture of poverty. In this study, strong manifestations of 

gang-related behavior have been noted among both male and 

female students. Outwardly, one sees such visual gang 

identification as tattoos, disfigurative body scarring, and 

clothing of distinctive style and color. However, the 

pervasive characteristics of the gang subculture have more 

to do with the underlying elements associated with belonging 

to a surrogate family, from which are derived sustenance, 

protection, and the primary ingredients of a substitute home 

life. 

The gang disdains education as a display of disloyalty 

to the homies. The gang member also views the educator as 

an outsider to be distrusted and disrespected, in ways best 

known to the gang members themselves. In addition to being 

a substitute family, the gang is also an economy unto 

itself. Its illicit drug and sex enterprises are becoming 

increasingly bold and overt. Gang members who may otherwise 

be receptive to education as an alternative lifestyle often 

have no real choice at all, if they value their personal 

safety and the respect of their peers. Thus, the pressure 

tp conform is a natural result of membership in the gang 

subculture. 
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Conclusion #5 

The culture of poverty does not place a premium on 

delayed gratification and long range planning. Students 

often ask if they can take their GED tests straightaway upon 

enrollment, being less than willing to invest in the time 

necessary for adequate preparation. Upon being apprised of 

the required steps in the educational process, many simply 

fail to follow through and are not seen again in the 

learning centers. Others will argue that they do not need 

the GED at all, since they already have a steady job. Of 

course, these jobs are invariably in labor-intensive, low 

skill occupations with tenuous futures. Little thought is 

ever given to the eventuality of having to obtain advanced 

occupational training, almost all of which requires the GED 

as a prerequisite. The culture of poverty has few long-

range planning requirements. It seems to be tolerant, if 

not supportive, of the excesses associated with immediate 

gratification, and makes little demand on its members for 

self discipline. 

Conclusion #6 

One of the major barriers to escape by LEP probationers 

from poverty is the language limitation. Their lack of 

adequate linguistic skills pervades many aspects of their 

lives, robbing them of opportunity and keeping them bound by 

their inadequacies. Those who have received their basic 

education in American public schools appear to have some of 
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the least developed language skills, not having acquired an 

adequate grounding in either English or their native 

language. Notably, they lack the ability to express their 

thoughts in complete utterances and to structure these 

thoughts in logical order. It has been observed 

anecdotally, although not formally pursued in this study, 

that students educated in the Los Angeles, California, 

public schools seem to be the least prepared of all those 

observed. 

None of the foregoing is meant to imply that 

probationer students with limited language skills cannot 

express themselves. Indeed, they are adept at making their 

needs and desires known, and can function to a certain level 

of competence. What they lack are the necessary problem 

solving skills for which the opening gambit is the facility 

to decode the linguistic keys to the development of higher 

order thinking skills. Lacking those fundamental skills, 

the LEP student often founders upon the shoals of functional 

illiteracy. 

Conclusion #7 

The drug problem is so pervasive in the culture of 

poverty that one can conclude with some degree of certainty 

that it is a primary cause of learning difficulties in the 

LEP probationer student population. Many of those who have 

been identified as either present or past participants in 

the drug subculture are unable to work through the 
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overwhelming problems associated with drug and alcohol 

abuse. 

A majority of the probationer students observed in this 

study have earned their status as convicted offenders 

because of substance abuse. Some are genuinely remorseful, 

others remain unconvinced that they have a problem. Still 

others deflect responsibility for their behavior by shifting 

blame. They claim to have been innocent bystanders, mere 

passengers in the cars of the real dealers, or no more than 

witnesses to the proceedings. 

Whether the drug of choice has brought them to a low 

state, has kept them trapped at that level, or promises 

freedom from it, the results are the same for LEP 

probationer students. They simply do not function at 

consistently effective levels while they remain subject to 

their habits. Only those students who have demonstrated the 

intense levels of desire necessary to overcome the substance 

abuse lifestyle are known to have been successful in the 

probationer education program under study. 

Conclusion #8 

Many of the more negative elements of poverty culture 

are manifested in the fragmented family. As shown in 

previous analysis and conclusionary remarks, the macho 

father is often an abusive, domineering, substance abuser 

who rules the family by terrorizing his wife and children. 

In many cases the matriarch of the family must become a 
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breadwinner, as the fathers either disappear entirely or 

make irregular contact with their families. It is common 

for men in the culture of poverty to have multiple intimate 

relationships and more than one family. 

Many of the success stories in the culture of poverty 

are due to the indominable spirit of the women in these 

fragmented families. It has been observed repeatedly that 

when women have finally reached the limits of their 

tolerance for the hardships of a life of poverty, it is 

their will to succeed that turns the tide in their favor. 

As seen in this study, they may have many false starts and 

repeated negative experiences in their journey out of 

poverty. Nonetheless, women in the poverty culture have 

shown extraordinary resilience and toughness of spirit in 

the face of incredible adversity. Their men should only 

show similar traits of strength and courage. 

Recommendations 

The obvious solution to the educational problems 

generated or exacerbated by the culture of poverty would be 

to eliminate poverty. That could be compared to the 

formidable task of trying to eat a 30-ton whale. The job 

can only be accomplished one bite at a time. Similarly, the 

suggested measures that arise from the findings of this 

study can amount to but a few small bites in a very large 

undertaking. These recommendations are summarized below in 

two parts: research and general recommendations. 
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Recommendations for Research 

Recommendation #1 

Research is vitally needed to make connections between 

the learning problems of LEP children in the culture of 

poverty and the ways in which these problems ultimately 

manifest in adult student behaviors. To be able to 

definitively predict the behaviors manifested at the adult 

level would be a crucial step toward developing preventive 

strategies, at the levels of both childhood and adult 

probationer education. 

Recommendation #2 

It is the contention of this research that similar 

cultural phenomena will be prevalent in all locations where 

poverty is a dominant factor. Since this is the first known 

study involving LEP probationers in the educational 

environment, it is recommended that the study be replicated 

in other locations. It would be especially valuable if 

similar studies could be undertaken in areas of high 

poverty, where distinctive ethnic of probationers could be 

observed in terms of both their ethnicity and gender 

characteristics. 

Recommendation #3 

This study was severely constrained by the departmental 

prohibition against contact with the subjects outside the 

formal learning environment. In order to more thoroughly 
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investigate the reasons that LEP probationers either succeed 

or fail in their educational pursuits, the social component 

must also be included as an important dimension of any 

future study. Probationers should be closely studied in 

their natural living conditions: in the home, at work, and 

during their recreational pursuits. 

General Recommendations 

Recommendation #4 

In the county where this study took place, information 

regarding student progress and numbers of graduates is 

readily available. However, no reports are being generated 

which identify the number of probationer students who fail 

to complete education programs for which they are enrolled. 

In fact, no such figures are known to be published at any 

level in the community corrections system. Experientially, 

it has been observed that the number of dropouts far exceeds 

the number of graduates, but anectodal information is less 

than credible in the research community. In order to be 

able to objectively assess the comparative success of 

probationer education programs in all jurisdictions, it is 

highly recommended that these types of data be made 

available to the research community. 

Recommendation #5 

It is important that the educational component in 

community corrections be recognized in other jurisdictions 
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to the same extent that it has been in the focal county of 

this study. Greater coordination and communication among 

legal jurisdictions are needed, as well as the highest 

degree of commitment among all personnel involved in the 

delivery of probationer services. 

Recommendation #6 

Cultural awareness among correctional education 

personnel should be enhanced by continuous exposure to 

available training. Most of the adult educators interviewed 

in this study have not had the benefit of completing either 

teacher certification or any specialized coursework in 

sociocultural knowledge of the population they primarily 

serve. To enhance and upgrade the standards of education in 

this field, it would be highly desirable that specialized 

training be made available through the staff development 

process of each community corrections system. It is also 

strongly urged that all correctional educators strive to 

become state certified in their fields of specialization. 

Recommendation #7 

Colleges and departments of education have typically 

given a low priority to the preparation of certified 

teachers for careers as adult educators. Given the high 

dropout rates among poor minorities, this lack of attention 

to a serious problem is viewed as creating a great void in 

the spectrum of educational services. It is strongly urged 
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that teacher preparation programs be continuously revised to 

reflect the growing needs of the community of undereducated 

adult minorities, especially those living in pockets of 

urban poverty. 

Recommendation #8 

If the self esteem of the LEP probationer student is to 

be improved, their home languages must be respected and 

developed. As in public school bilingual programs, formal 

instruction for adults in the home language should be 

encouraged as a way to build the necessary foundation for 

the later acquisition of English skills. Native language 

instructional materials are urgently needed, in order to 

teach adult LEP students both basic language skills and 

academic content. Research has shown that the attainment of 

functional literacy in one's home language has been a 

positive indicator of continued academic progress in the 

language of the adoptive country. 

Recommendation #9 

A natural way to capitalize on the success of LEP 

probationers in education is to make greater use of the 

graduates of community educational programs as role models 

and spokespersons for their peers. Their personal 

experiences with the struggles of attaining their goals can 

be inspirational to those facing similar challenges. In 

fact, no outsider could make as great an impact as those who 
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have actually walked the walk of poverty. After completion 

of their educational programs, graduates should be organized 

to make presentations at schools, agencies, and social 

organizations of all types. By discussing their case 

histories with those in similar situations, the likelihood 

of inspiring others to similar achievement stimulates 

further intriguing possibilities. In this regard a self-

initiated, self-organized group of such graduates could have 

far-reaching effects. A fraternal organization with its 

credential for admission the successful completion of the 

GED, for example, might be the impetus for nationwide 

networking on a grand scale among LEP populations in the 

culture of poverty. 

Epilogue 

The foregoing recommendations will hopefully become a 

catalyst for additional reflection, research, and 

facilitation of change, all toward the enhancement of 

educational services to a population which has traditionally 

been underserved. Adult LEP probationers represent a 

resource of great potential utility to themselves, their 

families, and society. Education for functional literacy is 

a major step in the process of developing healthy levels of 

self esteem and becoming active participants in all aspects 

of a dynamic community life. 
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