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Preface

This book is about understanding the meanings of literacies at work.
Reading without a search for meanings is a contradiction in terms. So,
too, is doing workplace literacy education without focusing on how
people make sense of texts at work.

Yet often, that is exactly what workplace educators are asked to do.
We are hired to teach the use of workplace documents and charts with
a narrow focus on skills, rather than to educate for understanding and
inclusion in the meanings of workplace life. In Reading Work we try to
explore what might be missing from the familiar skills approach to lit-
eracy and workplace education. We think there is a better way. And we
believe we are not alone.

For all these reasons, this book is also about bridging the divide be-
tween theory and practice in the field of workplace education. It at-
tempts to strengthen the ties between recent social practice theories of
literacy and the everyday events and dilemmas of education in the work-
place. We argue that literacies at work can only be understood like
threads in a tapestry. To see what they are, what they do and what they
mean, we need to explore the patterns in the whole cloth, to discover the
big picture. Ethnographic research is the tool that lets us do this, and
stories are our principal means to share what we have learned.

We are a group of five workplace educators and academics who call
ourselves the In-Sites Research Group. Our collaborative work pro-
cess throughout the research and writing of this book is reflected in the
listing of our names alphabetically as co-authors. We have worked to-
gether for nearly 5 years, learning many more, and sometimes differ-
ent, things than we anticipated when we began. We have learned about

xi



the nuances of theory, about the complexity of workplaces, about the
discipline and isolation of research, and about the stresses of collabo-
rating across our own differences. We have stretched our own under-
standings, from the familiar terrain of “literacy” to the newer frontier of
“literacies.” We have transformed our own understandings of how
literacies fit into everyday working life. Most challenging of all, we have
tried to face the unsettling questions about what we do next, now that
we see workplace education through a somewhat different lens.

Although the book is partly about theory, it is not written primarily
for academics. Indeed, we do hope some academics will find it interest-
ing and useful, particularly for teaching. But it is written mostly with
workplace educators in mind, especially those who want to push the
edges of their thinking and their praxis. For people with years of expe-
rience as educators, our workplace stories will likely recall familiar
professional dilemmas. We hope they will also shed some new light,
and encourage practitioners to reflect on their own toolkits of favorite
solutions.

But even serious reflection involves risk, as we discovered in doing
this research. It asks us to abandon our comfort zones; even aspects of
our professional identities. So the book is about that, too. It is about
how literacy workers can use some basic tools of research to investi-
gate new questions and open new horizons in their own work. Doing
research helps us learn how much we still have to learn; it makes us
more reflective practitioners.

Reading Work has several distinct parts, offering different kinds of
reading for a varied audience.

In the introduction, we offer the general reader a glimpse of the
changing ideas about literacy/cies that have given rise to this book. We
also review recent thinking about the emerging “new workplace” and
its implications for workplace education. All these ideas have in-
formed our research and also point to the significance of our findings
for a wide range of workplaces, educators and learners.

Part I is made up of four chapters that primarily tell stories of work-
ing life from our research sites. The narratives are told directly by the
researcher in each setting and aim to shed light on the texture of work
processes and the nature of “literacies-in-use” in these settings. These
workplaces include a food processing plant, a textile factory, an urban
tourist hotel and a high-tech metal parts manufacturer. They are di-
verse in their products, their levels of technological innovation, their
degrees of conformity to the “new workplace” and the cultural profiles
of their workforce. Nevertheless, they show a great deal of similarity in
the dynamics and dilemmas surrounding the changing practice of
workplace literacies.

Part II consists of four chapters that reflect in different ways on what
can be learned from this research. Chapter 5 explores key moments of
teaching and learning in our research sites that illustrate barriers to
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both learning and using literacies in the classroom and on the job.
Chapter 6 explores how a social practice view of literacies can pose
new challenges, as well as offer new horizons, in the practice of work-
place education. Chapter 7 offers a more in-depth discussion of social
practice theories, illustrating how they shape our research stories. It
also invites readers to think about ways that these theories relate to
their own everyday practice as educators. Chapter 8 offers a brief con-
versation among the five of us on the joys and pitfalls of collaborative
research.

Finally, the appendix offers a glimpse behind the scenes into how we
did the research and a few suggested readings for those who want to
know more about research methods.

Altogether, we have tried not just to build, but also to walk, a bridge
from theory to practice and back. It has been a challenging trip, and
only our readers can judge how successful we have been.

We hope a variety of readers will be interested in taking this journey:
academics or practitioners who teach workplace educators; practicing
workplace educators, trainers and instructors; administrators and
planners of workplace programs; human resource managers, supervi-
sors or quality coordinators who believe education can make a differ-
ence; unionists advocating for better education programs for their
members; and policy-makers interested in satisfying all these other
stakeholders and seeing maximum results from workplace learning.
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Introduction:
Reading Work

Nancy Jackson

Adult literacy is a powerful idea that ignites hope around the
world. Over many decades it has mobilized the efforts of national gov-
ernments, international organizations, humanitarian agencies, scores
of educators and volunteers and, most recently, the business commu-
nity. As business interest grows, so does the focus on workplaces as
the site of both “the literacy problem” and its hoped-for solutions.

Today literacy advocates, educators, policymakers, researchers
and theorists are all grappling with new and changing understand-
ings of problems and priorities. First and most importantly, the word
“literacy” itself has come to have many meanings, suggesting diverse
—and sometimes conflicting—priorities for action. In common us-
age, the term “literacy” still most often refers to the basic, functional
elements of reading and writing. But as the world changes, more and
more voices are adopting the broader and more inclusive concept of
“literacies” or even “multi-literacies.” These expanded terms signal
the growing range of media (print, film, video, computer) and do-
mains of know-how that have become integral to participation in con-
temporary life. They also recognize the many educational challenges
associated with the growing cultural and linguistic diversity of societ-
ies around the globe. Finally, they point to the many kinds of special-
ized knowledge (such as media literacy and environmental literacy)
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that shape identity and membership in social groups, including
workplaces.

Second, many people are arguing that, across all these forms and
modes of literacies, what enables people to participate is more than
“functional skills.” Effective literacy in any domain happens only when
skills are learned and used in a manner that is integrated with under-
standing and action. It follows that the most successful approaches to
teaching or promoting literacies—for young or old, in school, work, fam-
ily or community—might not be to treat them as isolated generic, func-
tional and transferable skills. The alternative is to rethink the nature of
literacy or literacies themselves, to see them not as discrete skills sepa-
rate from or prerequisite to participation in social life, but as integral
parts of everyday cultural knowledge and action. In this view, the mean-
ings of literacy practices are not fixed or constant. They derive their
meanings from the local situations and actions in which they occur.

Throughout this book, we try to emphasize this way of thinking by
using phrases like “literacy-in-use” or “meanings-in-use.” They remind
us that being literate means not just performing tasks, but under-
standing and participating as a member of a social group. We have also
found the metaphor of a tapestry very helpful. We see the workplace as
a tapestry and literacies as multiple threads woven into the whole. The
threads are many and densely interwoven to make a whole cloth. With-
out the threads, there is no cloth, no pattern, no tapestry. And con-
versely, when we take one strand out of the tapestry to examine it, it
becomes “just” a thread. It loses the meaning and beauty it has as part
of the weave.

Perhaps a similar thing happens with literacy in the workplace. To
have a whole working environment, we need many threads, including
literacy threads. But if we take individual literacy threads out of their
place in the weave of everyday working life, extracting them from situa-
tions in which they are lived, we lose the meaning they derive from be-
ing part of the whole. This idea is both remarkably simple and yet
complicated, especially when it comes to learning. When the lived
meanings are stripped away from literacy practices, so are the many
conditions needed for effective learning. We will illustrate this point
many times in our stories in later chapters.

These ideas are not new. Indeed, they have been generating interna-
tional discussion and debate in the fields of both school and adult litera-
cies for as long as two decades (e.g., see Cook-Gumperz, 1986; Street,
1984). Similar debates are increasingly taking place about approaching
second-language learning from more social and cultural perspectives,
and we have seen much relevance of these ideas to our work on litera-
cies and workplaces (see Goldstein, 1997; Mawer, 1999).

In the process of writing this book, we have read, listened, reflected,
discussed, debated and experimented with many of these ideas, individ-
ually and as a group. Sometimes we agreed, sometimes we disagreed
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and sometimes we just felt overwhelmed. Throughout the chapters that
follow, we share some of these deliberations and identify some of these
ideas and their authors, for those who want to read more.

In deciding to put the word “literacies” in the title of this book, we
have committed ourselves to the path of greater complexity. We have
also sometimes written “language and literacies” as a couplet, without
really exploring all the nuances of this pairing. We have not yet fully
mastered all the implications of these shifts in language and ways of
thinking, and we are inconsistent in our usage. But we are committed
to getting started, to learning as we go and inviting others to learn along
with us.

FROM LITERACY TO LITERACIES AT WORK

This book looks specifically at the nature of literacies in contemporary
workplace settings. This focus on work adds its own complexities to our
topic. For the past two decades, workplaces have been under enormous
pressure for change to survive in conditions of increasing international
competitiveness. As work changes, so do the nature and meanings of the
literacies-in-use in all kinds of working environments. New electronic
technologies and new management methods have brought an avalanche
of new “texts” into workplace life. Examples include computerized man-
uals and records of Standard Operating Procedures; software pro-
grams providing a script for employees interacting with the public; and
intensified use of visuals like charts, tables, graphs, symbols and pho-
tos, all in addition to greater use of traditional modes of communication
like bulletin boards and chalk boards.

All these forms of literacy have an increasingly central role, not only
in getting work done, but also in crafting distinctive workplace cul-
tures in which people have a sense of identity and belonging. We have
come to see that understanding the nature of workplace literacies also
means learning something about these changing technologies, mean-
ings and cultures of work. This has challenged us to become more
“workplace literate” as well. We will try to share some of these discover-
ies, both in this introduction and in the chapters that follow.

The case studies in this book, Chapters 1 to 4, are based on ethno-
graphic research in four quite different sites. The firm we call “Triple
Z” (Chapter 1) is a food processing plant that grew up from a family
farm to a supplier for the international fast food industry. “Texco”
(Chapter 2) is a rapidly expanding textile factory that makes specialty
products for international markets. “The Urban Hotel” (Chapter 3) is a
state-of-the-art tourist hotel that is part of a multinational chain. And
“Metalco” (Chapter 4) is a high-technology metals manufacturing com-
pany that already counts itself as world class.

Each researcher in our group spent from 6 to 8 months in one of
these workplaces, got to know people and their work and listened to
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their stories. Our goal was to look systematically at what people actu-
ally do and what they understand when they participate in various
literacies in these workplaces. We also wanted to know what is happen-
ing when people do not engage with these literacies, even though they
are expected to do so. Through this kind of close-up exploration of
front-line experience at work, we have tried to understand the nature
of literacies at work and what they mean from the point of view of peo-
ple actually doing them.

Significantly, we discovered that there is not one answer to these
questions. There are diverse and sometimes conflicting answers, de-
pending on where people are located in the culture and power relation-
ships of the workplace. A picture of multiple and contrasting meanings
of literacies-in-use has gradually emerged as the common thread guid-
ing our research and our writing. But also and importantly, we have
come to see it as the principal challenge we face as workplace educa-
tors trying to reflect on and revise our practice (see Chapter 6).

In the remainder of this Introduction, we provide just a glimpse of
the main ideas that have shaped our thinking on this journey. This in-
cludes various strands of literacy theory and research associated with
social practice, sociocultural or “the new literacy studies” approaches
to defining literacies. It also includes recent research and debates
about how workplaces are changing, and what those changes have to
do with literacies and learners. Finally, we provide a brief synopsis of
the chapters to follow, as an aid and invitation to the many readers who
do not like to read books from front to back.

A “SOCIAL PRACTICE” VIEW

I believe that, in order to understand literacy at work, one must situate
one’s study of literacy not only within the immediate work environment,
but also within the larger cultural, social, and historical milieu. It’s not
sufficient, I would argue, to simply go into a workplace and collect the
documents people are required to read and build a curriculum around
those. One needs, rather, to take into account how work is organized and
how that organization affects who is required, allowed, expected to read
and write what and why …. (Hull, 1995, p. 7)

We have been guided in this work by many teachers, researchers and
theorists around the world who have been talking for nearly two de-
cades about a paradigm shift in thinking about the nature of literacy it-
self. This shift means a turn away from thinking about literacy as
simply the isolated skills of reading and writing. Attention is shifting to
how children and adults alike understand and use many forms of text
and images as part of their identities and their membership in schools,
families and communities; as employees in workplaces; and as citi-
zens in public life. This view treats literacies as plural and as complex,
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multifaceted social and cultural practices (see Barton, 1994a; Cope &
Kalantzis, 1999; Gee, 1990; Hamilton, 2000).

These newer views involve shifting away from treating all forms of
literacy as a discrete set of “skills” to be mastered by individuals. They
even involve more than putting skills in “context” in the manner famil-
iar to second-language teachers. They call for a change in how we de-
fine literacy itself, stretching its fundamental meaning to include the
ways that reading and writing are intimately interwoven with knowl-
edge, activities, intentions, social relationships and cultural meanings.

Various labels are associated with this broader way of thinking.
“Sociocultural,” “socially situated,” “social relational” or even an “eco-
logical” view of literacy are all terms reflecting subtle differences in em-
phasis and interpretation. But according to Mary Hamilton (2000),

the essence of this approach is that literacy competence and need cannot
be understood in terms of absolute levels of skill, but are relational con-
cepts, defined by the social and communicative practices with which in-
dividuals engage in the various domains of their life world. (p. 1)

It involves looking “beyond texts themselves to what people do with
literacy, with whom, where and how.” For some, it includes focusing at-
tention “… on the cultural practices within which the written word is
embedded—the ways in which texts are socially regulated and used”
(Hamilton, 2000, p. 1).

British theorist Brian Street (1993) and his colleagues have called
this approach “the new literacy studies,” and described it as “an under-
standing of literacy which places it in its wider context of institutional
purposes and power relationships” (Prinsloo & Breier, 1996; Street,
1993). This broad social focus has opened up new perspectives on
studies of literacies in many settings, schools, communities and fami-
lies. Only recently has the subfield of workplace literacy begun to re-
spond to this challenge. (See Chapter 7 for more detailed discussions
of relevant theories of language and literacy.)

One of the earliest North American workplace researchers to take
such a broad social approach in a workplace context was Sheryl
Gowen, in her 1992 study of a literacy program for African American
workers in a southern U.S. hospital. Gowen’s ethnographic research
reveals that what managers interpreted as poor literacy skills were
sometimes acts of resistance. One story shows how workers, using
their local knowledge of their working environment, purposely did not
follow directions outlined in the official text. They did this to protect
themselves from infected needles in an area of the hospital with AIDS
patients. This need for defensive action arose because doctors and
nurses also did not follow written procedures. The real problem in this
situation could not be resolved through more or better teaching of “lit-
eracy skills.”
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In a similar study of workplace English as a Second Language (ESL)
programs in Canada, Goldstein (1994) argues that, paradoxically,
English classes in the workplace can create liabilities rather than ben-
efits for some immigrant workers. In her study of female factory work-
ers where Portuguese is their language at work, Goldstein shows us
how ESL classes can contribute to breaking down existing social rela-
tions and communities of practice by encouraging workers to use Eng-
lish with one another. This problem could not be solved by more or
better teaching of language skills.

Since the early 1990s, Glynda Hull at the University of California,
Berkeley, has been leading the call in North America to “amend, qualify
and fundamentally change the popular discourse on literacy and
work” (Hull, 1993, p. 44). She argues that dominant approaches to un-
derstanding literacy do not make visible how “literacy is made” in the
every day lives of workers. Instead, literacy is defined as a series of
tasks that are limited in scope, underestimate the capacities of work-
ers and serve to maintain managers’ control over work processes. Ac-
cording to Hull, we need to rethink these traditional conceptions of
literacy and the approaches to workplace training that follow right
across the industrialized world.

In a similar vein, American workplace researcher Charles Darrah
(1990, 1997) argues against relying too heavily on prevailing views of
“skill requirements” as the starting point for understanding what it
means to be literate in the workplace. According to Darrah (1997),
starting with this notion “abstracts” people’s actions from the situation
in which they take place, making workers appear as “isolated actors”
and skills appear as strictly individual traits. He and others direct us
to broaden our attention to the study of work itself, and how it is orga-
nized as a social and cultural activity:

the concept of skill requirements abstracts people from the specific con-
crete context in which they work by treating the workplace as a mere back-
drop to their actions.… All this directs attention to whether a particular
worker “possesses particular skills,” rather than to how jobs are shaped
and organized and how that shaping provides incentives and disincen-
tives for individuals in learning and performing at work. (p. 252)

When we follow the lead of these researchers and shift our gaze, dif-
ferent things come into focus. For instance, most workplace observers
report that individuals sometimes resist doing even the simplest forms
of literacy work, such as recording figures, filling out checklists and
signing their names. Managers and supervisors commonly attribute
such failure to lack of skills and abilities, or lack of confidence among
front-line workers, and often propose training solutions. At the same
time, the literature is also full of observations that the very same work-
ers who appear “unable” or “hesitant” to deal with even simple text in
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one setting may get along very well with the texts they encounter in an-
other. This supports the idea that literacy/cies may not be best under-
stood as a matter of abstract, transportable skills. It may be more
useful to see literacies as forms of understanding that are embedded in
particular relationships and occasions.

RETHINKING THE “LITERACY CRISIS”

Recognizing the broader meaning of literacies, and the socially con-
structed nature of competing meanings, has brought many familiar is-
sues into a new focus in international debates. Even the popular notion
of “literacy crisis” itself has come under scrutiny. Critics argue that it
has been used as a political weapon at various times in history to make
inflated claims that blame workers’ alleged “skill deficits” for such
broad and complex social problems as poverty, unemployment, work-
place accidents and disease; even lagging productivity (Graff, 1979,
1997; Holland, Frank, & Cooke, 1998; Turk & Unda, 1991).

Castleton’s (1999) analysis of policy texts in Australia illustrates
this stance of implicit blame. Her research finds that institutional texts
portray workers as having inadequate literacy skills, and that key
stakeholders such as government, labor and workplace literacy practi-
tioners, as well as business managers, support these views as “com-
mon sense.” She calls this a “virtual and virtuous” reality that covers
up important silences, stories that are not being told about the experi-
ence, skills and abilities and daily working conditions of workers. Hull
(1997) also highlights examples from government texts and other arti-
cles that report on worker deficiencies and illiteracy as a threat to eco-
nomic prosperity for all. Like other critics, she questions this position,
saying, “I will argue that the popular discourse of workplace literacy
tends to underestimate and devalue human potential and mischarac-
terize literacy as a curative for problems that literacy alone cannot
solve” (p. 11; see also Turk & Unda, 1991).

The growing chorus of voices calling for fundamental change in pub-
lic thinking and action about literacy and literacy learning is both com-
pelling and somewhat daunting. If traditional ways of thinking are as
“pervasive and unquestioned” (Hull, 1997, p. 7) as Hull suggests,
change will not be easy. There is much invested in the current policy
discourse, and the tools to implement its vision. How is it possible to
row against this powerful current, and who stands to gain by efforts to
do so?

We have often discussed this question in our research group. Some
days we have felt isolated by our efforts to pull against the tide; on
better days, we have regained our courage. Over time, we have come to
believe that all parties stand to gain from a more complex and compre-
hensive view of how literacies are lived at work. This includes manag-
ers and human resource officers who are under enormous pressure to
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be more effective in making change happen in a brutally competitive
environment. It includes educators and trainers for whom juggling
competing interests and conflicting realities is a basic survival skill, al-
though little acknowledged and explored. Surely the benefits of the ap-
proach extend to workers themselves, who tell us they feel “damned if
you do and damned if you don’t” participate in the forms of literacy
learning and use that are currently being expected of them. It includes
unionists who have long been calling for more worker-centered ap-
proaches to education and training. Finally, we believe there is much to
be gained by policy-makers as well, faced with the perennial challenge
of trying to show results that will please all these other masters.

BEING LITERATE IN THE NEW WORKPLACE

To be literate in a workplace means being a master of a complex set of
rules and strategies which govern who uses texts, and how, and for what
purposes. [To be literate is to know] … when to speak, when to be quiet,
when to write, when to reveal what was written, and when and whether
and how to respond to texts already written.… (Hull, 1995, p. 19)

Volumes have been written in the last two decades about workplace cul-
ture, the majority of it part of a sea change in the philosophy of manage-
ment for workplaces of all kinds, both private- and public-sector. This
management literature (see Boyett & Conn, 1992; Story, 1994) argues,
in brief, that the “high-performance” workplace creates a culture of “em-
powerment” where workers take ownership of their work by participat-
ing in problem solving and decision making through teamwork.

A more skeptical body of literature written from a cultural studies
perspective argues that this new work culture tries (not always suc-
cessfully) to create “new kinds of people” who align their goals with
those of the team, the company and the market. According to Gee et al.
(1996), these “new capitalist” businesses seek quite overtly to create
“core values” and “distinctive social identities,” and to mold employees
who share “ways of thinking, interacting, valuing, and so forth” (pp.
20–21). Regardless of their success in shaping individual identities,
these aims are intimately tied up with the uses of literacies, including
language and literacy instruction, in the workplace.

While cultural critics debate the power and significance of this new
workplace “Discourse” (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996), managers face
more pragmatic pressures. Many of these ideas have become a new or-
thodoxy, accepted as a measure of management competence and as the
terms of survival in the new competitive marketplace. Among manag-
ers, terms like “high-performance” (or “lean,” or, a few years ago, “flexi-
ble”) refer to a workplace that aims to achieve more with less. It operates
in a highly competitive market, changes quickly in response to its cus-
tomers and “competes on quality” as well as cost (see Womack, Jones, &
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Roos, 1990). Human resource managers in such an environment focus
on building “shared vision,” “high commitment” and some degree of de-
cision-making in work teams. All this promises higher productivity as
well as greater employee satisfaction in their work. It is also widely re-
ported to increase and intensify literacy requirements for the workforce
(for further discussion, see Castleton, 2000; Hull & Grubb, 1999;
Lankshear, 1997).

Central to understanding high-performance management and the
special emphasis it places on literacies are two highly intertwined con-
cepts: Continuous Improvement and Quality Assurance. The basic
principle of Continuous Improvement is the systematic use of an ongo-
ing cycle of planning, executing, checking and refining operations to
improve efficiencies and eliminate waste in all aspects of the produc-
tion process. All this depends on intensive record-keeping, referred to
in management jargon as “speaking with data.” Data comes from many
sources, including the most routine use of charts and checklists,
sometimes computerized, as part of the daily work tasks of employees
in all kinds of workplaces. Whether by hand or by computer, “speaking
with data” depends on the literacy practices of front-line workers. This
connection is at the center of the widespread concern about “rising
skill requirements” at work (Jackson, 2000).

Quality Assurance and related safety initiatives also depend funda-
mentally on literacies, including a wide range of print, graphs, charts
and symbols. They require an organization to specify, implement,
monitor and record their compliance with Standard Operating Proce-
dures in all areas of the work process. Compliance with all these steps
is enforced through an on-site inspection called an “audit,” leading to
official certification by various national or international bodies, like
ISO (International Organization for Standards) or HACCP (Hazard
Analysis and Critical Control Point), a food safety certification pro-
gram. Such certifications are increasingly essential to doing business
in the international marketplace.

Some of the “meanings-in-use” of ISO documentation practices are
illustrated in the workplace stories found in later chapters of this
book, particularly Texco (Chapter 2) and Metalco (Chapter 4). For in-
stance, among other requirements, ISO imposes methods for “prod-
uct identification and traceability” during all stages of production or
service delivery. This includes being able to identify specific person-
nel involved in each phase of the operation, often achieved through
signatures on checklists and charts. Individual adherence to certified
procedures is also monitored through the use of “Non-Conformance
Reports,” through which all employees are encouraged to file a writ-
ten record of trouble spots that come to their attention. But actually
doing so turns out to be a complex cultural act that even experienced
and skilled workers can hesitate to participate in, as we show in the
chapter about Texco.
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Quality systems like ISO also require a highly formal system to control
all documents relating to the requirements of the certification. All opera-
tional texts must be from a controlled source, and all other documents
must be excluded from controlled areas to prevent their unintended use.
“Nonconforming” use of paperwork of any kind becomes a violation of
quality regulations. All this has considerable implications for the mean-
ings-in-use of literacies, as our stories from Metalco illustrate.

There is much debate internationally about whether this picture of
high-performance workplaces is more mythical than real (Cappelli et
al., 1997; Legge, 1995; Pollert, 1991). In our research, we have not
taken sides in that debate, but attempted to investigate the high-perfor-
mance workplace as a work in progress—an incremental movement, in
theory and in practice, toward a particular way of doing business. In the-
ory, these ideas have clearly made their way into the management litera-
ture across the industrialized world and become a standard by which
success is measured (see Hodgetts, 1998). As such, they are having a
broad influence on thinking and talking in an increasingly international
culture of management. In practice, we indeed found many of these
ideas in use in all four sites of our research, although with great varia-
tion in the degree and style of implementation from site to site.

For instance, Metalco had a long track record of keeping abreast of
high-performance manufacturing methods and a well-established repu-
tation in the league of “world class manufacturing.” By contrast, Triple Z
was scrambling to get certified for the first time under the international
food safety certification system HACCP, amid threats of plant closure.
But wherever they were located along the high-performance grid or on
the “Quality Journey” (as in The Urban Hotel), we found in these work-
places many common activities and dynamics that are recognizable as
part of this change process. This included the growing reliance on multi-
ple literacies, including print, graphics and other visuals, electronic
texts and an emphasis on building a literate workplace culture. This
universe of multiple texts, as well as multiple understandings of their
meanings-in-use, became the focus of our attention.

CHANGING WORK, CHANGING MEANINGS

It is conventional to interpret many of these workplace developments as
evidence of higher skill requirements across the workplace; much cur-
rent literacy programming follows from this assumption (for a critique,
see Holland et al., 1998; Hull, 1997). Our research, like those in whose
footsteps we follow, is precisely about questioning and investigating
more closely the exact nature of these changes and their implications for
literacies and learning. We try to show how significant changes in the
roles and functions of texts at work lead not simply to higher skill re-
quirements, but to important changes in the meanings of these literate
practices. Changing meanings, in turn, have powerful implications that
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complicate the picture of learning across the workplace. Not only does
the rationale for learning change, but so does the experience of partici-
pating in the many kinds of formal and informal instruction that are on
offer (see Chapter 1 on Triple Z and Chapter 5 on Workplace Learning).

Meanings of literacies also differ significantly according to one’s lo-
cation in the work process. Managers and others at the top of the work-
place hierarchy know very well how to use print and visual text as the
basis of their decision making and as a means of giving directions for
others to follow. For them, literacies are an essential vehicle to get
things done and exercise their power. That power involves getting other
people to comply: to read and understand instructions, to follow pro-
cedures and to keep records of having done so. All this is part of work-
ing in a literate environment.

At The Urban Hotel (Chapter 3) posters and photos on the wall re-
mind employees to smile, and computer scripts remind them to say not
“Hi,” but “Good Morning, Mrs. Jones.” These reminders are part of mul-
tiple literacies-in-use. However, for the workers on the front line, in the
hotel as elsewhere, participation in these literacies is not about exercis-
ing power, but about complying with the power of others. Meanings are
different for them than for managers, and they have their own ways of
negotiating these relationships of power. Sometimes it involves resisting
the script.

Similarly, in the manufacturing sector, front-line work has tradition-
ally involved relatively little paper or other forms of textual communi-
cation. Work has been done mostly through an oral culture, relying on
a personal chain of command in which supervisors were key. In this
context, paperwork has either had very little presence, or has been as-
sociated primarily with disciplinary procedures. In that case, its
meaning for front-line workers has been negative, or even threatening,
as reflected in the way workers talk about being “written up” by their
supervisors. In these environments, some other paperwork may have
been in use, but often in ways that were under the control of the work-
ers themselves, like keeping private notebooks in their pockets or be-
side their workstation. In these situations, literacy has had very
different meanings, like the sense of autonomy and pride associated
with scribbling little notes “to help me remember” (see Chapter 1 on
Triple Z and Chapter 2 on Texco).

Today, employees in the middle of these workplace hierarchies—the
traditional place of supervisors or inspectors—are often caught in a
transition between cultures. Individuals of the “old school” tend to fo-
cus directly on delivering a service or getting a product “out the door”
as their understanding of keeping the customers happy. They often see
paperwork as an “add-on” and a second priority. By contrast, middle-
level employees trained in the new management methods will know
that documenting work has become nearly tantamount to doing it in
the new data-driven business environment. The workplace environ-
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ment can be a maze of divergent and sometimes conflicting under-
standings about the value and the meanings of texts.

In the chapters that follow, we try to illustrate these divergent views
and perspectives of employees from a variety of levels and locations
within the four workplaces where we did research. We paint a highly
textured picture of workplaces as complex social, cultural and com-
municative environments full of agreements and disagreements, satis-
factions and dissatisfactions, participation and resistance, confidence
and apprehension and risk and opportunity related to changing work
requirements.

We certainly do not touch on all the issues that contribute to this web
of workplace understandings. Though we worked in highly multicul-
tural and multilingual environments, we did not try to make these dif-
ferences pivotal to our analysis. We did try to make visible these
aspects of individual identity and social interaction in our descriptions
of workplace life. But we decided to stop there, because we were not
working with a coherent theoretical framework to guide us in making
an informed analysis based on language, ethnicity or race. These same
workplaces would be rich sites for such an investigation, and we en-
courage others to pursue this path.

In this complex tapestry, the process of workplace change is never
smooth and seamless. It is bumpy, full of knots and marked by differing
experiences, views (even different realities) and understandings about
the value and the benefits of change in general, and of literacies in partic-
ular. According to social practice views, it is precisely these multiple
meanings that will govern the success or failure of teaching, learning
and participating in literacies at work. This point is important not only
for managers trying to implement workplace change. It is also central
for educators who are trying to promote and support literacy develop-
ment in the workplace. Acting on this view involves a shift that compli-
cates the operational definition of literacies and literacy learning. And
we have learned that making this shift turns out to be an “incremental
journey” for educators, including ourselves, as surely as for managers.

So the road ahead is a challenge, but an exciting and hopeful one. We
firmly believe in workplace education, and think it can only become more
important—for businesses, for unions and for individuals—as time goes
by. It is important for businesses because they want to survive in a com-
petitive world, and for unions because they want to build workplaces
where all workers are valued. But success for either of these depends on
finding approaches to workplace education that actually work for indi-
vidual learners. We dedicate our efforts in this book to them.

THE BOOK AT A GLANCE

The remainder of this book is in two parts, and speaks with several dif-
ferent voices. Part I presents stories of literacies-in-use in the four
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worksites where we did research. We tell these stories through the eyes
and the voice of our own experience doing ethnographic fieldwork, and
through our attempts to use social practice theories to understand
what we saw.

In Chapter 1, Mary Ellen Belfiore introduces Triple Z, a food pro-
cessing plant that is trying to stay in business by achieving certification
in international standards for food safety. This will require a quantum
leap for this aging plant, which has an older, immigrant workforce
whose own hard work has built the good reputation of the company.
Workers, staff, supervisors and managers interpret new demands for
data and documentation in different ways. Most workers consider the
paperwork peripheral to production, and to their own understanding
of their jobs. Yet they clearly feel the pressure and potency of managers’
drive for documentation. Mary Ellen shows how the demand for pa-
perwork has created a climate often charged with stress and contra-
dictory local meanings of literacies-in-use. She illustrates this in
stories such as a meeting about a production error where problem
solving turns into a disciplinary session. The research reveals how
managers’ aspirations for worker participation in this food safety sys-
tem are inextricably woven into a tapestry of pride and fear.

In Chapter 2, Sue Folinsbee takes us to the production line at Texco,
a small textile manufacturing plant competing in the global market.
There we see how the documentary processes required by the quality
systems of ISO (International Organization for Standards) cause di-
lemmas for both workers and managers. She uses the factory’s two en-
trances as a metaphor for understanding the chasm between
managers’ vision for a literate workforce and the daily experience of
workers. Sue’s research shows how for managers, paperwork is the
lifeblood of quality systems that will keep the company in business.
But for individual workers, participation in literacy practices is about
social relationships involving power, risk and blame. So workers get
contradictory messages. Stories to illustrate this point are drawn from
managers’ and workers’ different understandings of the Non-Confor-
mance Report (NCR) and other documents common to ISO proce-
dures in many workplaces.

In Chapter 3, Judy Hunter offers a glimpse of working life at The Ur-
ban Hotel. She shows that quality service is a central business strategy
in the hotel, just like quality production in the manufacturing sites.
Literacies figure centrally in its implementation. Hotel managers see
the challenge as bringing workers into the hotel’s Quality Journey
through effective top-down communication about what is expected of
them on the job. Many kinds of print, visual and computer texts are
used to represent, teach and regulate a standard corporate image and
identity of the ideal hotelier. But as Judy shows, employees do not al-
ways engage with these texts or their intended messages. Housekeep-
ing staff tend to ignore texts that conflict with their own knowledge and
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experience of the work culture behind the scenes in the hotel. But they
engage willingly in literacy practices that serve as practical memory
aids for their everyday work tasks, thus enhancing their sense of
power, autonomy and value as workers. As in the other sites, the re-
search shows that it is not so much skill levels or even clear communi-
cations that make the difference to participation in hotel literacies, but
the social meanings attached to them.

In Chapter 4, Tracy Defoe opens the doors to Metalco, a high-tech
metal parts manufacturer. Here managers aim to achieve a culture of
worker participation within a no-blame atmosphere of data-driven de-
cision making. In this environment, the research shows the different
meanings of production process documents for Machine Operators,
Quality Assurance workers and managers. Working through these lay-
ers of understanding, Tracy discovers a skills paradox. In one part of
the plant, workers with low literacy skills are keeping perfect process
charts, whereas in another, workers with higher literacy skills are
keeping incomplete ones. This challenges the logic of a strictly skills-
based approach to workplace education. Another incident illustrates
the potential inflexibility of participation in such a workplace when a
homemade checklist is found in violation of the rules in an internal
ISO audit. Metalco’s stories show the continuum of contradictions on
the Quality Journey and the influence of managers on participation in
literacies.

In Part II of the book, we put back on our familiar hats as workplace
educators and academics and try to share some reflections on what we
have learned, and what we hope others may learn, from these work-
places.

In Chapter 5, Mary Ellen Belfiore and Sue Folinsbee look more
closely at how literacies figure in formal job training. Drawing on the
tapestry metaphor, they identify the “literacy thread” in two formal job
training sessions in their research sites, and follow where it leads onto
the plant floor. They examine the connection between how literacies are
learned and used in the training room and how they are enacted on the
job. By following this link, they highlight the importance of the mean-
ings-in-use of literacy practices. These different and often contradictory
meanings determine how and whether people will use their literacies
and their learning. The two sessions observed here share common facil-
itation and teaching methods: reading aloud with a group of employees,
and/or stand-up presentations with dense, jargon-filled text. Both of
these techniques impede rather than enhance the kind of communica-
tion that would lead to better compliance with paperwork require-
ments. But the training sessions differ in how they deal with the issue of
use. One trainer pushes literacy and documentation practices beyond
the training room to get answers about barriers to compliance in the
real practice on the floor. In the second training session, it is the re-
searcher who uncovers the contradictions between the ideal promoted
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in the training and the actual use of documentation in work practices.
Both scenarios offer insights for workplace educators.

In Chapter 6, the three workplace educators on the research team,
Tracy Defoe, Sue Folinsbee and Mary Ellen Belfiore, come together to re-
flect on the implications of these research findings for the practice of
workplace education. They explore challenging but practical questions
about translating insights from a social practice perspective back into
everyday life. They ask, what does or should “practice” mean for work-
place educators? Should and can we expand the scope of our vision and
action? How do we “read” a workplace? What can we do about multiple
or contradictory meanings of workplace texts? What can we learn when
we encounter resistance? What about our own risks as educators? They
share their own struggles to integrate these complexities into their prac-
tice as workplace educators. Finally, they invite others who believe in the
power of workplace education to meet real learning needs, and even to
be transformative, to join them in getting these issues on the agenda for
broader dialogue.

In Chapter 7, Judy Hunter takes a closer look at theory, this time with
the aim of demystifying social practice theories of literacies. She de-
bunks the popular belief that theory belongs only in the domain of ex-
perts, arguing that practical theories are a routine part of how we
answer our own questions and make sense of things every day. This is in
keeping with social practice theories that focus not on what words or
texts mean, but on how people create meaning in the context of using
them. Judy contrasts this approach with cognitive theories that have
been the staple of language and literacy educators since the 1970s. She
examines selected social theories of literacy and language to show how
they can provide frameworks for deepening our practical understand-
ing of literacies-in-use. Stories from other chapters in the book provide
concrete illustrations. Finally, Judy urges practitioners to bring their
own knowledge to the field, to take an active part in critical analysis and
development of theories and inform themselves to enrich their practice.

In Chapter 8 we draw to a close with excerpts from our own conversa-
tions about the experience of doing collaborative research. This exchange
actually took place on e-mail over a period of several months. We have
chosen “snapshots” of this correspondence that we hope will be relevant
to other researchers. We try here to share our excitement, discoveries and
delights along the research journey. We also try to make visible some of
the dilemmas involved in our encounters with theory, with workplace life,
with the stresses of fieldwork and writing and with learning to work to-
gether across our differences throughout the life of the project.

Finally, the Appendix offers a narrative account of the various stages
of the research process, how we handled common dilemmas of collect-
ing data and some of what we learned about ethnography as an art
rather than a science.
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PART I

“Literacies in Use”
in Workplace Settings

These first four chapters primarily tell stories of working life from each of our four
research sites. The narratives are told directly by the individual researcher who
worked in each setting for 6 to 8 months. They focus on the texture of work pro-
cesses and the nature of literacies-in-use in these settings. These workplaces in-
clude a food processing plant (chap. 1), a textile factory (chap. 2), an urban
tourist hotel (chap. 3), and a high-tech metal parts manufacturer (chap. 4). They
are diverse in their products, their levels of technological innovation, their de-
grees of conformity to the “new workplace” and the social profiles of their
workforce. Nevertheless, they show a great deal of similarity in the dynamics and
dilemmas surrounding the changing practice of literacy/cies.





1

Literacies, Compliance
and Certification

Mary Ellen Belfiore

ZOWEY, ZINGY, ZESTY: LIFE AT TRIPLE Z1

I take public transit to Triple Z, unlike most of the employees, who
drive or carpool to this suburban factory. My last stop on the rapid
transit line gives me a prairielike view to the north of classic suburban
sprawl overtaking the once rich, fertile farmland of southern Ontario.
When I exit the transit station, I’m in one of those large, anonymous
and endlessly reproducible shopping malls with department stores,
super stores and specialty boutiques. After walking across parking
lots and six-lane mini-highways, I make my way up the small hill to the
worksite and catch that distinctive zowey, zingy, zesty smell in the air.
The company manufactures pickled condiments and relishes for an
international market, but concentrates on large North American retail-
ers and fast food chains. Right across the street is a cookie factory spe-
cializing in chocolate chip, crunch and fudge varieties. Depending on
the direction of the wind, unexpected sweet or sour breezes invade the
otherwise sterile-feeling environment.
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The worksite was a landmark in the area for decades before the
shopping mall and town center took the limelight. Triple Z sits on the
original farm where a Dutch immigrant family started the business in
1939. They grew the cucumbers, packed them in brine and sold them
in bulk to institutions and restaurants. By 1950, they were packing in
jars, and the whole operation was still done by hand. The family farm
and business grew over the decades to 100,000 square feet of produc-
tion facilities and office space. Now Triple Z is a subsidiary of a United
States-based, multinational food producer that is publicly traded.

Triple Z has an older workforce in the plant. “Old building and old
people,” as one disgruntled worker put it, worried that his company
would not be able to make the necessary changes to keep customers sat-
isfied with products, costs and documented procedures. There are 113
plant workers on the seniority list, which dates from 1960. The average
age of the workforce is mid 40s, with a strong Italian representation.
About 40% of the workers are Italian or Italian Canadian. Over the last
15 years, immigrants from India, Southeast Asia, China, Eastern Eu-
rope and Russia have joined the ranks in all levels of the organization.
Age, language, country of origin and education are the significant factors
that create tensions among workers, as well as between workers and
staff, supervisors and managers.

Despite these tensions, the plant operates successfully, although al-
ways susceptible to takeover, sale or closure in the volatile market of
publicly traded companies. Talk of closure and fear of job loss punctu-
ates many of my conversations with plant employees. A major reduc-
tion in the workforce in the last decade followed by many changes in
management personnel, work organization and documented disci-
plinary procedures have left workers with an uncertainty about the fu-
ture. Managers try to reassure them by citing higher profits, ongoing
capital investments to make improvements in the old plant, and the
announcement of new training plans to update the skills of mechanics
and other plant employees. At the same time, the plant manager
frankly states to employees that “if we aren’t going to be here in the fu-
ture, it won’t be your fault or your decision. It’s up to the Board of Di-
rectors sitting in the USA.”2

Several years prior to this research, I had worked for a year as an ed-
ucation consultant with Triple Z, helping them set up an English as a
Second Language (ESL) workplace program, hire instructors and
evaluate the program. At that time, the company took advantage of an
industrywide, government-sponsored opportunity to offer basic skills
programs to their multicultural and aging workforce. Middle-aged and
older workers attended the program, which addressed both work-
place and personal oral communication and literacy. The union presi-
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dent, the first non-white and non-Italian to get elected, commented on
its results:

People can fill out their own forms now, which in the past they couldn’t.
There’s more confidence in people. They’re just like, OK. They can read
the sheet now, so there’s not problems. Which in the past, you give them a
form or something, and it was like, they’d run away from it. But now you
can actually see them looking at it and trying to read it. They might not
understand everything, but they got the basics of what the form is trying
to get to. So … it helped a lot in communication, because now people can
talk to each other. Right? So that will help in whatever training has to
come further on down the road. In the past, no one could understand
each other, right? There would be Italians and Indians. There was no “Hi”
and “Bye” and this and that, but now they’ll get in conversations and all
that, and they’re starting to understand each other.

The union president said people have the “basics” now, and from
what managers as well as many workers told me, his view is widely
held. More workers have more understanding (although not full com-
prehension) and more confidence with oral and written communica-
tion. Language and literacy skills have improved over the last few
years, people said, with the help of the ESL course, with the change to
English-speaking supervisors, and as workers have had to deal with
more required documentation for safety and quality in production.

The company discontinued the ESL program after two sessions,
since numbers dwindled and managers turned their attention and fi-
nancial support to job-specific training. Managers supported the pro-
gram when interest was high, but put their money into other training
when fewer workers signed up, scheduling problems arose, vacations
interfered, and not enough new recruits were encouraged to join. At the
same time, the company embarked on major new initiatives requiring
job training: a maintenance upgrade program and food safety certifica-
tion. Managers decided that employees could continue learning English
through these companywide training opportunities. Subsequently, they
made an “English-only” policy for written information in the plant to
break the dependency on translations and the use of first languages.

LITERACIES IN USE AT TRIPLE Z

The stories in this chapter reveal how literacies in use are woven into
the social fabric of the workplace tapestry. What we commonly think of
as skills is just one dimension in a multidimensional picture of literacy
practice. Our research takes a social practice view of literacy to gain a
complex, interwoven view of which literacies are practiced at Triple Z,
how they are lived and why. This chapter shows how workers, staff, su-
pervisors and managers experience the move from a traditional manu-
facturing operation based in oral communication into the first stages
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of a print-driven and certified quality/safety system. Literate practices
are at the core of the certification system, which relies on employees’
documentation and the analyses drawn from it. The certification sys-
tem is far-reaching and ensures that literacy is tightly woven into the
company’s operation. The physical plant, the production process, em-
ployee training, job design, disciplinary procedures—all these and
more are now supposed to be structured, monitored and controlled
through the employees’ own documentation. Thus, work is now textu-
ally mediated for everyone at Triple Z. These changes are central to any
understanding of the multiple literacy demands at this workplace.

The majority of plant workers at Triple Z are immigrants; many
came to Canada with less than secondary school education from their
own countries. Many have difficulty reading and writing in their
mother tongue as well as in English. Some native speakers of English
(Canadian, Caribbean and Indian or South Asian) in the plant as well
as in the supervisory group also have difficulties with print communi-
cation. The increased demand for documentation on the job has added
new layers of responsibility and accountability, stress and risk to
working life at all levels.

Triple Z has jumped into the document-driven work culture, espe-
cially through its efforts to gain international certification in food
safety. The company had never used formal process control systems
such as Statistical Process Control (SPC); its production monitoring
was minimal and developed in-house. Now, with international stan-
dards for quality and safety demanded by its customers, statistical
data collection has become part of everyone’s job. Almost all plant
workers have production forms or checklists to match their jobs. Doc-
umentation includes checking off items, writing “Yes” or “No,” record-
ing amounts of product or tasks completed, indicating errors and
adding comments in short phrases or sentences. Frequency of docu-
mentation varies from job to job. Some machine operators have to fill
in data hourly or half-hourly; others complete their checklists at the
end of the shift; and still others document their work at the end of their
rotation on the line. Increased paperwork for lead hands and supervi-
sors also gives managers more data for monitoring and planning pro-
duction output, monitoring the quality and safety systems, and, most
recently, tracking employee performance and disciplinary infractions.

Managers in the plant see the documentation as an essential part of
everyone’s work, demonstrating the “criticalness” of each job as the pro-
duction manager describes it. By contrast, I observed that workers and
supervisors still see the documentation as an add-on to their produc-
tion responsibilities; they see their first and most important responsi-
bility as keeping the line moving. Furthermore, completing paperwork
requirements increases accountability and can be risky, especially when
workers are asked to document their own mistakes or those of their
co-workers. Managers tell workers that their paperwork will protect
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them by making clear that correct procedures were followed and any de-
viations explained when the product’s quality or safety is questioned by
a customer. These measures are part of traceability in manufacturing.
But workers often experience a different reality in their use of literacy, as
the stories in this chapter show. Every day workers gauge the risk ver-
sus opportunity factors of literacy use and seem to act in what they see
as their and their co-workers’ own best interests. Thus, literacy use is a
negotiated act, not a simple execution of skills.

Print communication has increased in other ways since I was last at
Triple Z. An employee handbook is now available, which covers the ex-
pected workplace and manufacturing practices that employees must
follow, as well as the procedures for disciplinary action. Workers some-
times get printed information at their monthly general meetings to up-
date the handbook or refresh them on a certain issue. More information
is posted on the bulletin boards throughout the plant area: the names of
people on shift rotations for the next two weeks, job postings, notices
about holiday and plant closure dates, letters to the company praising
or criticizing the products, and the amounts of product processed and
packed each day. The seniority list is posted in a locked glass case in the
bulletin board area. During presentations, meetings and training ses-
sions, managers and trainers often convey their important information
on overheads. Posters outlining the procedures for safety and quality as-
surance mark different locations on the assembly line. Sanitation
checklists are publicly on display in the cafeteria, change rooms and
common hallways. So in all aspects of work life, employees see print
taking a more predominant role; they are now working in and working
for the culture of documentation.

THE PHYSICAL PLANT

Food Processing

The factory site has a tank farm, loading docks and one production/office
building. The tank farm is an outdoor area with 600 large wooden vats that
hold the cucumbers in brine. The vats are approximately 10 feet high and
20 feet in diameter; most are about 50 years old. Six newer vats made of
turquoise plastic are preferred by maintenance staff because they don’t
leak and they don’t need constant repair. The acidity of the brine eats away
at the wood and rusts the iron runners that support the wooden vats.
Workers in this area operate forklifts to transport large loads of cucumbers
from storage areas to conveyers leading into the production area. Only two
women in the plant have forklift licenses, so this is a male domain for much
of the year; the women, younger workers with good communication skills,
join the crew in the peak busy season in the summer.

The driveway entrance to the site leads right to the security booth and
the loading docks. I walk up that driveway with delivery trucks on my
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heels. The factory is off to the left and the plant parking lot and tank
farm off to the right. I enter at the employees’ door, which is closest to the
mini parking lot, and get a whiff of that zingy odor. The main door, with
no street access, is reserved for salespeople and office deliveries. As in
many industrial settings, the parking lot reveals the class system at the
plant. Those 10 or 15 spaces located closest to the employees’ entrance
are reserved for managers, supervisors and office staff. The other 150 to
200 spaces are located on the other side of the security booth and the
loading docks. By the unwritten rules that everyone is expected to fol-
low, prime spaces, closer to the entrance, go by seniority. A female
worker with 39 years of experience glows when she tells me that she has
the best space since she’s temporarily number 1 on the seniority list.

The factory building houses the older production section as well as
the newer additions for the office staff, the cafeteria and workers’ lock-
ers. The factory floor itself is divided into several distinct areas: food
processing, indoor vats for the washing and storage of cucumbers
soon to be used and the warehouse. In the food processing area, rel-
ishes and sauces are made in four large vats in the kettle room and
then moved through pipes to the production lines. The kettle room is
filled with pickling vapors rising out of the kettles—looking like
witches’ brews. Male heavy laborers work the kettle room, where they
shovel ingredients from containers to the vats before the start of each
product run. All day long, forklift drivers drop off more supplies, from
herbs, spices and salt, to liquids and chemicals.

The production lines are traditionally set up with conveyer belts
moving the product through various stages. Operators monitor the
machinery and the movement of the product, looking for defects in
each stage. There are three separate lines for products being packed in
glass jars and plastic containers. The process is mostly automated,
with only occasional human contact with the food ingredients. First
steps in the process are receiving and sorting the ingredients, mostly
cucumbers either pickled or fresh. Then workers wash the glass jars,
fill them with the product and cap the jars. The throbbing sounds of
heavy machinery are mixed with the clanging of jars as they move along
the line. All three lines feed into the final steps of the process: pasteur-
izing, labeling the jars, packing in boxes, labeling the boxes and finally
stacking them on pallets (arranging and wrapping the boxes on layers
of skids). In the winter months or the nongrowing season in southern
Ontario, Triple Z only runs one of these lines with its permanent
workforce of just over 100 people. In the summer, the fresh produce
pours in and all three lines are running with the workforce tripling to
about 350.

The Human Resources Director, a young White Canadian woman
with 5 years in the company, describes operators’ jobs as repetitive
tasks. My field notes recall her description: “It’s just the same every
day. Some can remember and some can’t. If they can’t, they dump
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glass.” (Dumping glass is a repetitive task where workers dump glass
jars onto the conveyer belt to be washed and then filled with product—
a job with little variation and almost no paperwork.) She feels workers
who never move beyond dumping glass or never want to are the people
who “just want to pack pickles and go home. They don’t want to learn.”

From the perspective of managers and supervisors, workers’ disen-
gagement from the company’s goals to move ahead is disappointing and
frustrating. But this director’s comments about workers struck me as
condescending and a simplification of motivational factors. In another
conversation, describing the hiring of seasonal workers, I asked her if
there were any assessments or tests in place for screening applicants.
She responded that all they had to be was “warm and standing up” to do
the job. Yet, in staff meetings I sometimes heard another side of the same
woman, what struck me as her principled, administrative side. She
would argue for workers’ rights under the collective agreement and
strongly disagree with any attempts to circumvent it. She presented
plans for training that recognized the benefits of small groups, discus-
sion and hands-on learning. She told me that getting out the employee
handbook and developing orientation sessions for seasonal workers
was satisfying, because employees had never gotten that information be-
fore. These different sides of the Human Resources (HR) Director re-
minded me that no employee can be characterized as a single type, and
that contradictory positions, behaviors and attitudes are all part of the
complexity of living and working together.

Following the request of the HR Director and the Plant Manager, I was
on site from the late fall to early summer. I began the research at the start
of the slow season, with only the permanent workforce. I ended just be-
fore the height of the busy season, with about double the number of
workers on site. I spent a concentrated period of time in the label room
for those final steps in the production process (pasteurizing through
“palletizing”). Let me introduce you to one of the workers there.

Earl operates the palletizer, a 15-foot-high computerized machine
that packs a set number of cartons per layer and a set number of layers
for each pallet or skid. This machine is the last big piece of equipment
in the production process. Earl, a 6’4” Black Caribbean man, is classi-
fied as a heavy laborer. He enthusiastically shows me his machinery
and his knowledge of its idiosyncrasies, its delicate reflecting disks
that read the steps and the errors in the packing process, and as he
says, the “brains” of the machine—the electronic core that drives its in-
ner workings through repeated patterns. At the end of his tour, I am
struck by the intricacy of this huge piece of equipment and feel the
pride of the worker who knows it well.

Like many other experienced operators, Earl is in sync with his ma-
chine. He knows the smooth sounds that make him smile and the
rough ones that warn him to be watchful. To me it all sounds like a
racket. As we talk about 15 feet away from the machine, the tilt of his
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head and the quick movements of his eyes reveal what the sounds
mean to him. “I watch what that machine does all the time. When I’m
watching, nothing goes wrong. But when I talk, something goes wrong.
When I’m not watching, something goes wrong. It’s like it’s jealous or
something. Yeah. It gets jealous.”

Although he’s got his pattern sheet and a binder with the codes and a
graphic display of the finished pallets (he only uses them when he’s
training someone), Earl does his job by memory: “We have to remem-
ber everything. Different boxes, different products, we have to remem-
ber it all … You have to know—no guesses.”

Knowing is most important for Earl. For him, knowing is remem-
bering, not looking in a book or checking the pattern sheet for a code.
When I ask him how he remembers it all, he just laughs. For Earl, as for
most operators, paperwork always takes second place to keeping the
machinery running. Asked about his paperwork, he says: “I don’t like
it. It’s a hassle. I hate it. When the machine is down, boxes coming off
the skids, I can’t deal with it. I have to fix my machine first.”

Earl has several forms to fill out every shift: monitoring the opera-
tion of the palletizer and recording tracking numbers on skids he has
wrapped and marked. His forms are often not up to date with the
hourly checks, and the lab technicians have been trying to get him to
keep his documentation in order. I observe that Earl often pushes away
from paperwork and print by leaving it for another time. He hesitates
and labors over his checks or his initials on the form, and emphasizes
that it’s remembering, not referring to print material, that counts in his
job. Although to me he doesn’t seem comfortable with print, many of
the older Italian workers assume he is perfectly comfortable because
he speaks English. What I see as discomfort may be caused by a variety
of factors: production priorities, pressures, intimidation, reading and
writing problems, risk, loss of face. At this early stage I have yet to un-
cover what factors are at play.

Off in a different processing area of the plant, the pouch line runs
separately from the other lines, Here sliced pickles are packed in clear
plastic pouches for fast food retailers like McDonalds, Burger King
and Subway. This line has no slow season; it runs 24 hours a day, 3
shifts a day, 7 days a week. It also has the greatest number of machine
breakdowns and downtime. For most workers, supervisors and staff,
it is a source of frustration, tension and high pressure. Mechanics are
in wait for the next problem, and they are rarely disappointed. On bad
days there could be 40 stoppages on the line. The machinery seems
highly sensitive for such a harsh environment. The acid in the product
and in the air causes rust and corrosion, so the equipment needs regu-
lar attention. When the line is running well, the work is fast and repeti-
tive. Small whole cucumbers move along a conveyor belt from the
indoor vats and the sorting area. Operators sort the cucumbers by
hand, removing damaged or bruised ones. Then equipment slices,
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shakes and separates them in preparation for the final steps, where
computerized machinery puts them into sealed pouches and boxes
them. When I was at the pouch line, I was always conscious of how any
brief conversation I had with workers could easily distract them. Once
distracted, the likelihood of mistakes increases and can lead to boxes
of leaking pouches with product to be recycled or repackaged. These
mistakes are costly, and the workers feel the pressure, tensions and
risks associated with them.

Management and Nonproduction Areas

On the other side of the doors to the plant floor are the cafeteria,
change rooms and the offices for salaried staff and managers. The of-
fices are similar to many manufacturing sites: painted and carpeted in
beige tones, with some enclosed offices and some spaces defined only
by panels. Staff often eat lunch in a small meeting room and make their
coffee and snacks in a mini kitchen in their area. Now that senior man-
agers and the finance staff for the multinational have moved to the Ca-
nadian headquarters, some production managers (maintenance and
quality assurance) have moved to this carpeted area. The production
manager, her staff, the quality lab and the supervisors all occupy a
much less attractive office area closer to the plant floor, but use all the
service areas reserved for office staff and managers.

The change rooms, cafeteria and hallway joining them are nonpro-
duction areas used by workers. In the hallway, workers punch in, ex-
change greetings during shift changes and check bulletin boards for
shift assignments each week. The cafeteria is the meeting place for the
two 15-minute meal breaks per day, and for informal get-togethers as
well as formal general meetings and presentations. I spend hours in
the cafeteria, where I find a steady stream of workers coming on and off
the staggered shifts, eating meals or heading for the enclosed smoking
room. The informal atmosphere in the cafeteria gives me a chance to
talk to people off the line, share lunch, exchange recipes and family sto-
ries. I get to share some of my own Italian American history and culture
with them. I also get opportunities to ask some of my many questions
about work, although I feel somewhat intrusive when I pursue work is-
sues because I know that people want a change of pace on their breaks.
Workers can also find me there at odd hours scribbling in my notebook
or drawing pictures of the scenes around me.

Halfway through my research, the bulletin board in the cafeteria
gets a facelift. The new display, called “Sweet and Sour,” is part of man-
agers’ efforts to keep people informed about the business and to share
stories of success and failure. The sweet side of the bulletin board has
a smile face with letters from customers praising the condiments made
by the workers at Triple Z. Two customers wrote poems (one titled an
ode) to the products and others wrote paragraphs of detail about their
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enjoyment, their family picnics and their reasons for choosing Triple Z
pickles and relishes. Very few workers ever look at this part of the bul-
letin board, keeping mostly to the seniority list and the winning lottery
numbers. I ask quite a few workers if they’ve seen the new display and
they are always surprised when I point to the letters, talk about them
or read them their praises. The sour side has a big frown and graphs
charting reasons for customer complaints such as texture, taste, and
foreign matter. I don’t have extended conversations with workers about
the bulletin board information, because they seem to lose interest
fairly quickly after their initial surprise. It seems that workers still ex-
pect that any news is “sour” news. For instance, before one employee
general meeting, a worker asked me, “What have we done wrong now?”
From my vantage point, managers’ efforts to share success stories have
not yet had the desired effect they hoped for: bringing the big picture of
Triple Z’s business down to the floor. The managers see their efforts as
part of the drive to create responsible workers who take ownership of
their jobs because they know what their good work means for the com-
pany and ultimately for their jobs.

“I GO TO JAIL”

One particularly revealing conversation takes place in the cafeteria,
when I ask six workers (five women and one man) to sign the consent
form for our research at one of their 15-minute meal breaks. When I
give everyone a consent form to look over, I notice there is a quick
change of mood in the group. The friendly and chatty atmosphere
turns quiet and tense. My field notes describe the moment: “skeptical,
a bit fearful and nervous.”

Of this group, I suspect that only Rocco, in his early 40s, can read Eng-
lish with adequate comprehension. As the former union president (a post
he’d held for 20 years), he’s often engaged me in conversations about
workers’ lack of language skills, their inability to fill out forms correctly
and managers’ refusals to provide ongoing educational support. He reads
the consent form, signs it without any explanation, and walks away. The
women range in age from late 40s to late 50s, and they’ve had little formal
education in their own home countries, Italy and Poland. I begin to go
through the short consent form, reading sections and paraphrasing oth-
ers. I carefully read out and talk about my responsibilities: not to use
their names or the name of the company, not to talk to others about what
they tell me and not to show my notes to anyone.

They all look skeptical and concerned, but Adelina seems the most
fearful as she keeps looking at the paper and tightening up her face.
Her usually bright and inviting face becomes full of fear. From my re-
flections on my field notes: “This was quite a moment. I could really
sense the hesitation, the intimidation, the fear of unfamiliar paper-
work. Signing a name—what will it mean?”
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Then Adelina blurts out, “I go to jail if I sign it.” I reply, “No, I’ll go to
jail. You can send me to jail!” I say that half laughing, trying to diffuse
her anxiety by saying something almost as outrageous as she did. She
looks very surprised and wants to understand this confusing situa-
tion. Filomena and Neva both ask for more information about why they
have to sign. I try to explain the university’s rules on consent as simply
as I can, and emphasize that by signing they protect themselves. I am
the one who has to worry and stick to the rules; otherwise they can get
me in trouble.

Keeping a copy of the paper seems to calm some of their fears. My
field notes recall that “Adelina is less nervous, but clearly not certain of
what signing a paper can mean for her.” With a mixed sense of resigna-
tion and yet bravely taking the leap, Neva signs the form and the others
follow, perhaps encouraged by her rather dramatic agreement. She no-
tices one of my cards on the table and asks to have one. I pass one over
to her and give out cards to everyone—a gesture to demonstrate my
sincerity, even though I realize it is highly unlikely anyone will ever re-
fer to them.

This experience with “going to jail” brought home to me the strength
of the workers’ fears about documentation and the intimidating nature
of unfamiliar written statements. Even though I thought I was familiar
and trusted, their reaction to this formal literacy exercise was immedi-
ate distrust and hesitation. Although they trusted me enough to tell me
details of their work life, my asking them for signatures introduced a
new element that signaled danger. Only later in my fieldwork did I
learn what some elements of that danger were: different meanings of
paperwork, honesty, and protection of self and others.

The lab technicians told workers that their paperwork would pro-
tect them, just as I tried to tell them about my consent forms. But most
had never experienced this use or meaning of documentation. The idea
of signing a consent form to protect themselves made no sense, be-
cause their lived literacy practice often told them otherwise. In their
own experience, paperwork could easily get them into trouble, as the
story of the meeting will later show. My own understanding was begin-
ning to change.

After months of research, I could see that for many workers, every as-
pect of literacy practice could be risky. This sense of risk is a barrier to
what workplace educators are expected to do. It is important to make
visible these contradictory meanings so that learning will be successful
and our efforts rewarded. Not only do we have to deal with the print that
is part of everyone’s job, we also have to create space for the different
meanings of texts to be understood, challenged and discussed. We need
those spaces in language and literacy classes, job training, production
meetings and general employee meetings; that is, whenever text is part
of talk and work. Just as the women had different understandings of my
consent form, so too will workers, staff, supervisors and managers find
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different meanings in workplace texts. Those meanings help determine
why and how people will engage with literacy or not.

THE WORKFORCE: “WE DON’T SING ANYMORE”

The veteran Italian workers, both male and female, with 30 to 40 years
of experience still seem to be a significant force in the plant. Of the top
28 people on the seniority list who began working in the 1960s, 26 are
Italian. I feel comfortable in the multiethnic environment at Triple Z
because I am Italian American, a second generation of southern Ital-
ians born in eastern United States. My mother and father were born in
the United States, educated in English and were anxious to be accepted
as “American.” In the United States, I am seen as Italian; in Canada, I
am American; at Triple Z, I am that assimilated Italian who has lost
touch with the language. Workers shake their heads in dismay when I
say I can only speak a little Italian. Nevertheless, I gravitate to the Ital-
ian population because I find enough familiar customs that make my
entrée into this community easier. They open up to me more readily
once our distant ties are known, ancestries placed and arrival dates in
North America established. Although this Italian community is very
different from my own, we recognize a common heritage that spans
generations on both sides of the ocean.

These workers have a collective memory of working together, living
together, growing up in Canada here at this plant, speaking Italian and
singing Italian songs while they worked. They began with a small com-
munity of 15 or 20 workers who worked side by side with the original
Dutch owners, packing by hand, using one washroom, sharing food,
stories, and songs of the old and new worlds, and later on bringing
their children to work here in the summers. One worker, Rosa, with 39
years experience and maybe the last of the singers, reminisces about
the early days:

When we pack pickles by hand in the summer, we sing like crazy. You can
hear us up to the 401 [highway]. We happy. We work like crazy. Those jars
go through like the wind [she snaps her arms and whistles like a sudden
wind coming up].… We scare to complain because maybe they send us
home. We all Italian and no understand nothing.… Now all mix up. But
Italian people, we build this place.

One day I accompany Rosa on her daily rounds to complete her
checklist of light janitorial duties. She ushers me into the ladies’
change room, where I sit down on one of the long, low benches with her
and two other workers. I gaze around the walls and see the strong pres-
ence of the Italian Catholic women, who have taken one area and
turned it into a shrine to the Madonna. The wall is covered with differ-
ent portraits of the Virgin and a few female saints, all distinctly repre-
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senting people’s towns in Italy. There are large posters and oversized
postcards of the Madonna on the wall and colorful plastic models of
her on a shelf just under the picture display. Plastic flowers also deco-
rate this chapel-like area. When I comment on the display, the women
gladly tell me which representations they have contributed and the
town they come from. I imagine that what started out as one large
poster of the Madonna soon mushroomed into a whole show, not only
of religion but of regional affiliation. Some locker doors are open and I
can see more pictures of the Madonna covering the interior of the
doors also, similar to the movie star photos we might find elsewhere.

Rosa, like many other workers, talks frequently about the future of
Triple Z: “If this place close, I feel bad here. We grow here—like my
house. We grow up here. Our kids work here. We work hard to make
this place, so sometime I feel bad when I see things.”

What things does she see? Certainly, a changing workforce that
doesn’t share that earlier collective experience. But from my observa-
tions, even more jarring for these veterans is the larger superstructure
of work systems that has engulfed their once small, tightly knit work
world: a management team aiming for ever-increasing efficiencies;
face-to-face trust replaced by standardized and impersonal rules; pa-
perwork that should protect them but in the end incriminates them;
and the steady stream of new managers and supervisors who don’t
speak Italian, have never done the job and yet seem to act like they
know it better than the workers do.

COMPANY INITIATIVES

During my stay at Triple Z, four company initiatives were of overriding
importance in the economic health of the company: food safety certifi-
cation, the “pay-for-knowledge” training program in the maintenance
department, Continuous Improvement teams aiming to “drive the
costs out of manufacturing” by eliminating waste, and the “fight for
capital,” as the accountant put it, to buy new equipment for a Canadian
operation in a United States-based multinational company. Each of
these initiatives influences the workers both positively and negatively.
They ease workers’ frustration of dealing with troublesome equip-
ment. But they also increase their workload. They introduce more re-
sponsibilities such as documentation and committee work, resulting
in greater accountability. And they make workers painfully aware of
the cost of waste, be it time or product. The union president, a forklift
driver in the tank farm, comments about the new awareness of work-
ers and the ever-present fear of closure:

We’re competing with the Americans now, so you have to improve. Or else
you’re out of business. So we have to cut down on the waste. We’ve got to
make sure the lines are running.… So everyone’s trying their best. Be-
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cause you know if the line’s down for an hour or something, it’s going to
cost us in the long run. But in the past, there was no real competition
from the Americans or anything, and people didn’t really care. Oh, it was
an hour down. We can relax. Now people are more worried.… OK, why is
this line down for an hour? Let’s get it going … every second now you’ve
got to make sure your product’s good … everyone understands now. Like
in the past, 10, 15 years ago, if this placed closed, you’d find another job,
no problems. Nowadays, you can’t do that no more.

I am very conscious of the workers’ awareness of downtime and the
cost to production. Operators, lead hands, light and heavy laborers all
express dismay and worry when the lines stop for any lengthy period of
time. They talk about why the lines keep going down, often blaming the
trainees in the maintenance upgrade program or the program itself.
They frequently talk about the company closing if they can’t keep lines
running continuously. They question the managers’ decision to train
so many maintenance workers, resulting in slow repairs and hours
lost. They laugh about the games they used to play when the lines
stopped. Now, no one laughs; they look worried, shake their heads and
wonder how all this change will end up.

At Triple Z, I see worlds and work cultures clashing: the push and
shove of old against new; the veterans’ experience of working by your
wits and senses against the cold intricacies of today’s computerized
equipment and production statistics; the old value of a hard day’s work
against a frustrating shift dealing with machine breakdowns and anxiety
about catching up on overdue deliveries; the old trust in what seemed
like a safe food processing system against the current tightly monitored
and documented system of audits and certifications. Back then, Rosa
says, “Nobody walking around with paper. All Italian. No read and no
write. And still the work go up here [productivity and profits increased].
Now what’s the paper for?” Increasingly I come to see Rosa’s question as
central to the problems and tensions in this workplace.

For Triple Z’s managers, the “paper” is for telling the government,
“big box” customers and international fast food retailers that the rel-
ishes, condiments and pickles have been processed according to veri-
fied standards of safety. Much of the paper is demanded by
government food inspection agencies, but a growing amount is to meet
customer demands for quality and safety certification. This certifica-
tion is now a requirement for securing and maintaining contracts with
the company’s most important U.S. retailers and fast food chains.

What stays constant? It seems only the smell and vapors of zowey,
zingy, zesty. Just before I go out on the floor, I put on my white lab coat,
hairnet (over the ears and all hair covered), steel-toed boots, safety
glasses, and face mask. I push open the door to the production floor,
and the atmosphere suddenly switches to pickle vapors, acid tingles
and the varied roars of heavy machinery running at full tilt. I feel my
nose and chest reacting to the acidic air while the rapid bass beat of the
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motors pounds my brain. The floor is wet and often slippery from
pickling juices, water and pickle or relish debris. Workers hose down
parts of the line at times to clean off ingredients or push them toward
the drains. Nobody’s kitchen ever looked like this. For me, it takes a lot
of getting used to, and such a working life would never be easy.

HACCP AND HICCUPS

Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point or HAACP is a food safety
certification program based on paperwork. Employees develop and
then use the documentation to identify, monitor, control and prevent
hazards at critical points in the food production process. The Pillsbury
Corporation first developed this control system with NASA to ensure
safe food for space flights. It now has become the international stan-
dard for food production.

Wal-Mart demanded HACCP certification from its suppliers, and Tri-
ple Z began the certification process to satisfy them. Then Wendy’s re-
quired it, and the company assumes a growing list of their prime
customers in the United States will do so also. Triple Z produces
700,000 cases of product per year for Wal-Mart, a customer they can’t
afford to lose. For Len, the English-speaking, Canadian-born plant man-
ager, “HACCP is a critical success factor. It absolutely needs to happen in
order to protect our current and future business.” He says that
“Wal-Mart tends to be very demanding of their suppliers. And Wal-Mart
for Triple Z is our number one customer. So when they say jump, we
very quickly ask, ‘How high?’”

How high a jump is HACCP for Triple Z? Len describes it as “defi-
nitely a quantum leap from where this plant has been in the past.” The
documentation demands, the precision and consistency needed in
production, the increase in sanitation work, the wide range of training
required for production workers and the high cost make this an
all-consuming initiative for the company. This process demands every-
one’s participation to reach the customers’ heights. The system is only
as good and safe as the employees make it. Bozena, the quality assur-
ance manager, says: “Whatever we have on paper, is it going to match
what we are really doing in the plant?” For Triple Z, HACCP dominates
many staff meetings and affects most every aspect of the physical plant
as well as the work process. “Not surprisingly,” says Len, “there have
been some hiccups in that process.”

Bozena, an Eastern European with English as her second language,
began work at Triple Z as the Quality Assurance Manager. Now, she is
also the HACCP Coordinator and responsible for implementing the
certification program. Working with middle managers and staff, she
has written the safety procedures, developed the monitoring systems
based on documentation, designed and delivered training sessions,
and carries most of the responsibility for preparing the company for
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the upcoming audits by external examiners. Preparation for HACCP
certification begins by analyzing hazards to safety, which could be bio-
logical, chemical and physical, then identifying Critical Control Points
(CCPs), where, as Bozena says, “loss of control may result in an unac-
ceptable health risk.” Critical limits are finally set at these points.

Triple Z did not have a certified quality system, so they used this op-
portunity to further develop and document quality procedures as well
as good manufacturing practices (GMP). This safety certification is the
first time standards of an international order have become the routine
way of working for the company. Like most food processors, they had
checks and measures for ensuring food safety, but usually for the fin-
ished product. Instead, through its paperwork, HACCP oversees every
step of the entire process from receiving raw materials through pro-
duction and onto storage, shipping, and customer information. A
quantum leap indeed!

Returning to the company after a 4-year hiatus, I noticed some obvi-
ous differences in the physical plant, especially in sanitation and house-
keeping. These differences, I discovered, were all part of the pre-
requisite program for HACCP. While I was on site, the company com-
pleted the initial audit of the documentation for the prerequisite pro-
gram, trained people for the on-site inspection, passed that inspection,
revised its documentation for the prerequisites, and was preparing the
actual HACCP plan and inspection. This preparation included the docu-
mentation and audit of the detailed plans and procedures around CCPs,
training workers and supervisors on CCPs, and training workers for the
on-site inspection. By the time my data collection was finished, the com-
pany had already devoted almost 2 years to HACCP certification and
was still several months away from the first official audit.

WORKERS AND HACCP

Unlike the workers’ keen awareness of the costs of downtime, my ob-
servation was that they were only vaguely aware of the goals of HACCP,
its broad implications and its importance in retaining the company’s
most lucrative accounts. When I spoke to them about procedures re-
lated to HACCP, they usually said that food safety was important for the
consumer, for themselves and for the company, and that their report-
ing forms were important because “the government wants them.” In-
deed, HACCP certification is administered by a Canadian federal
government agency, but few workers understood that the company’s
customers, not the government, insisted on it. With increasing fre-
quency, managers, supervisors and staff inserted the word HACCP in
their discussions with workers, but it seemed with little recognition.

Although the plant manager’s strategy with the supervisors and
staff was evident in the weekly staff meetings I attended as well as in
their committee work, I could not discern a clear, consistent commu-
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nication strategy on HACCP coming from the managers and supervi-
sors to the workers. Thus, few workers could relate the explosion in
paperwork, the standardized procedures and the disciplinary mea-
sures to HACCP audits. How many could talk about HACCP as a
money-maker for the company—almost as important as making pro-
duction quotas? Everyone from managers to workers had been
driven solely by production for decades; now they had to give quality
and safety just as much attention. Although external audits had been
a constant in the plant for years, the HACCP audits carried the weight
of international competition, a relatively new pressure for Triple Z.
Managers felt they would live or die by this certification program.
Len, the plant manager, commented on an information session on
HACCP that he gave to the midnight shift in sanitation:

People need to know that we have a number of Critical Control Points in
the plant. They need to know what they are. The people that are working
there need to be trained.… And I think the other aspect people need to
know, absolutely, is the fact that HACCP is something that is driven by
our customers, and not by Triple Z management. And that in fact—and
this is another critical success factor, quite frankly … if we miss some-
how achieving HACCP certification, we will put not only our current busi-
ness in jeopardy, but also future business.

Len may have been more successful in getting HACCP across to
this shift because Franco, the lead hand, and Phil, the supervisor of
the sanitation group, had spent the last year working with their em-
ployees to draw up the Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) for
HACCP. Phil, English-speaking and Canadian-born with limited liter-
acy skills, leaned heavily on Franco, his Italian Canadian lead hand,
for assistance with paperwork and job training. Their department
was the only one I knew of that had involved workers in documenting
their work procedures. They took a brief amount of time every night
to gradually go through their operations, chemical safety information
and changes. This group would be in the know, unlike most of the
workers in other departments. The cooperative creation or at least
the discussion of these procedures and their text was an important
step. These daily discussions at least raised the possibility of ac-
knowledging different meanings of text and barriers to action. Franco
and Phil created the space for talk, questioning and change, even if
the workers’ decision-making powers were limited.

However, for most workers on the operating floor, HACCP meant
following the rules: following standardized procedures for doing a
job, especially at the Critical Control Points; obeying Good Manufac-
turing Practices (GMP) rules such as wearing hairnets correctly and
not wearing jewelry of any type; and completing paperwork correctly
and on time for each position. While I was there, two incidents related
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to GMP infractions (jewelry and hairnet) resulted in the company los-
ing points on audits done by two of their fast food customers. Then
the company tightened up on the GMP rules and stepped up the warn-
ings to people who violated them. Managers and supervisors turned
more frequently to “progressive discipline” to gain compliance (each
repeated infraction results in a higher level of discipline, ending in
dismissal). As Len said in a staff meeting: “There are two ways of get-
ting things across: the cooperative approach and the discipline ap-
proach. They don’t like the cooperative approach, then we’ll do the
discipline.”

In fact, I saw discipline become the overriding message of many
managers. Most often discipline was related to GMP infractions,
such as jewelry, hairnet and smoking irregularities. But, as the next
story shows, Liz the Production Manager was also preparing people
for progressive discipline if their paperwork was consistently in-
complete or incorrect. In another instance, Phil the Sanitation Su-
pervisor said the workers had plenty of questions when they went
over the standard procedures, like “Why not do it this way?” For ex-
ample, some of his workers questioned wearing their rain suits
while hosing down the machinery (the suits were hot and took time
getting on and off). After explaining why, if they still insisted on “do-
ing it their own way,” the supervisor countered with: “If you continue
doing that, I’ll write you up.” (The infraction is documented at each
level of progressive discipline from verbal warnings to written warn-
ings to dismissal.) Although workers might have a say, and a limited
one at that, in determining sanitation procedures, ultimately those
procedures had to receive the approval of external HACCP auditors.
Bozena, the HACCP Coordinator, began a monthly GMP report keep-
ing track of each worker’s offenses— the documentation needed for
progressive discipline—as the HR Director did with attendance. In
an orientation session for seasonal employees, Bozena warned the
temporary workers:

We are strict about rules now because we are going for HACCP certifica-
tion. They are not flexible at all. If you are caught chewing gum and you
take it out immediately, you won’t get a warning. But if you wait until
break and don’t take it out, then you will be written up. If you have three
[warnings] in one month, then we’ll take disciplinary action.

Veteran workers frequently complained about the changes in atti-
tude of managers and supervisors over the last few years. What they
described as originally listening, caring and respectful attitudes
seemed now in their eyes to be one-way, rule-bound approaches to
workplace life. The enforcement of GMP standards was a constant
thorn dug in by lab technicians, supervisors, and managers. “Why?”
remained a compelling question and a constant stumbling block.
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THE CULTURE OF DOCUMENTATION: “I KNOW MY JOB. I KNOW
WHAT I HAVE TO CLEAN. SO WHY DO THIS PAPER?”

HACCP operates through a documentation system that affects almost
every employee in the company. While I was on site, new forms for pro-
cedures in the plant and for supervisory duties were introduced at al-
most every staff meeting I attended. Soon after, I would see the forms in
operation and hear some of the reactions to them. Often, workers were
unclear about why new forms were necessary or they saw no benefit for
themselves in this additional work. Consider Rosa, who does light jan-
itorial duties, and the checklists she now has to fill in to verify that she
has cleaned or inspected all her work areas. Although the standard
forms she uses satisfy HACCP concerns for sanitation, they fail to cap-
ture what the job means to her and why she gets satisfaction from her
work. So for her, Rosa says, these forms have “no value, no value.”

Rosa’s Checklist

Rosa’s work includes cleaning the cafeteria for each group of workers
on staggered lunch hours, mopping the hallways and walls connected
to the workers’ entrance and cleaning the washrooms and lockers. She
also has to give out gloves, aprons, hairnets, earplugs, masks and
other safety equipment to workers daily. Rosa treats cleaning Triple Z
like cleaning her own home. She cleans the pictures and the cases with
displays because she says she loves to see them shine. Sometimes she
brings in her own detergents, which give a “nice scent,” even though
HACCP demands use of a standard product. Variety rather than stan-
dardization seems to keep the job interesting for her. “I like my job. I
like to clean. I was born this way.”

Rosa takes a disciplined approach to work, monitoring herself on
breaks, knowing what she wants to accomplish each day. She shows
me special cleaning projects she has taken on because she sees a need,
not because it’s written down on a checklist. When I see her at the end
of her shift, she’s sitting at a cafeteria table with one of her checklists: “I
have to do my homework,” she says with a twinkle in her eye.

Two months after my arrival at the site, Phil, her supervisor, ap-
peared with four new checklists and told her to fill them out every day:
for the cafeteria, the women’s and men’s washrooms/change rooms,
and the first aid room. Down the left side of the forms were the cleaning
tasks for each area; across the top, numbers for each day of the month;
at the bottom, lines for the month, year and her signature. After the
first month or two, Phil also began to sign the form at the end of each
month after reviewing Rosa’s documentation. For Phil, these forms
carry as much weight or more as inspecting the actual cleanliness of
the areas. For Rosa, they are 20 minutes of “homework,” separate from
the real work done on the job. They are not indicative of what she sees
as her high-quality work, her dedication or her value to the company.
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Rosa asks: “What’s the paper for? For me, it mean nothing. For them
and the government, it mean something.”

Even though she questions the value of this paperwork, she accepts
the fact that it has become part of her work; as a good worker, she’ll do
it. Filling out forms is not part of her habit yet and so “sometime I for-
get. Sometime they look for something with them.” She may not know
exactly what that something is and doesn’t feel that her good work de-
pends on knowing.

Rosa decided on her own way of marking the list. She uses a check
(�) to indicate cleaned and a slash ( / ) to indicate that she has only in-
spected it but not cleaned it. When HACCP auditors visited the plant,
Rosa was one of the few people they questioned. Her checklists are
hanging on the walls, visible to everyone, and the auditors asked her
for an explanation of her marking. They left satisfied with her explana-
tion and her distinctive marking system. Workers like Rosa find ways
to own their jobs and to express their creativity even in situations that
demand standardization, and even when such individual expressions
may risk getting them into trouble.

In one of our rounds together, Rosa shows me an item on her check-
list that she can’t understand: “cleaned the stalls.” “To tell you the true I
no know what it mean,” she says. Her knowledge and use of English on
the job is adequate for getting her work done, but HACCP has intro-
duced new words and new ways to talk about and write about the job. I
associate “stalls” with showers and indeed there are shower stalls in
this area which haven’t been used for a long time. But Rosa thinks it re-
fers to bathroom stalls, which she wants to bleach clean but hasn’t got
the help she needs to do it thoroughly. Still not certain what “stalls”
means, she decides she will just keep putting her slash (/) to indicate
that she has not cleaned the stalls but only inspected them.

Phil made up the checklists without speaking to her, unlike his co-
operative approach with his night shift in sanitation. Some of the items
like “cleaned stalls” are just not relevant in Rosa’s view. She also re-
fuses to carry out other checklist items, such as cleaning the ventila-
tion outlets on the ceiling. She needs to use a ladder to clean them, and
doesn’t feel it is safe. “That’s a man’s job. He have men at night” is her
response to that checklist item. She regularly marks a slash at this
item. But she does take the ladder to clean some other areas that don’t
require her to stretch too far and be a potential safety hazard, like the
tops of the cupboards and coat racks.

Although she doesn’t know a few items on the forms, she reports what
she has done that day to the best of her ability. When I did the rounds with
her, she occasionally marked the lists inconsistently, putting a slash for a
check or vice versa. Ultimately, Rosa wonders what the point of it is: “I
know my job. I know what I have to clean. So why do this paper?”

She follows up with her own answer. The “government” wants it
and “we have to follow the rules.” Rosa does follow the rules mostly,
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changing her shoes, taking off her jewelry and using her safety
glasses when she goes into the plant to collect paper garbage. She
will probably eventually try to do what Phil asks her to, even if she
doesn’t agree, as long as it’s safe. Lately, Rosa feels she’s being pres-
sured by Phil to do more cleaning work: “I fed up. Every morning
Phil ask me something else, tell me something else. ‘You clean be-
hind those [vending] machines?’ What he think? He move the ma-
chines out and of course I clean.”

Indeed, Phil tells me that Rosa can do more and he would like her to
be on the midnight shift so he can supervise her more closely. With
HACCP he feels he needs to clean many more corners and document
every one of them. His meaning of careful cleaning is different than
hers. His checklist reflects HACCP sanitation concerns such as
cleaned ventilation systems and sanitized washrooms. Rosa’s special
cleaning projects are not usually part of that list. Like a good house
cleaner, Rosa wants a presentable as well as clean environment: a per-
sonal versus an institutional understanding of “clean.” She sees what’s
dirty and attends to it whether or not it’s part of the job as Phil has de-
scribed it for her. “I clean the pictures yesterday so they shine. Where
that on the list? See, I scrub my pail—half an hour I clean it. Where that
on the list?” When she asks Phil for help, she says he hasn’t been fol-
lowing through.

What I check when they no care? I tell them the light broke, but they no fix
it. What I check? Then I wash my hands [of it].… So I scream at Phil,
“What I check if nobody care?”

Not only do the checklists ignore tasks that she considers impor-
tant, but from Rosa’s perspective, they are a cover-up for not caring.
Real work in her eyes is her day-to-day labor along with the supervi-
sor’s cooperation and follow-through. What does cleaning mean?
Surely not making checkmarks; rather, the mop, the pail of soapy de-
tergent and the satisfaction in seeing a shining cafeteria for fellow
workers.

I can see Phil and Rosa share many of the same concerns about
cleanliness and responsibilities. At the moment, they don’t share an
understanding of HACCP requirements and of the paperwork. Their
different meanings of the checklist reflect their job positions, their
knowledge of HACCP and the company’s goals, as well as their own
perceptions of being a responsible worker ready to take on the de-
mands of accountability. Phil, with the help of Franco, found more
common ground with his midnight shift when they worked together on
procedures and their checklists. With Rosa, his one-way approach to
communication and required tasks is showing signs of breakdown. If
Rosa and Phil sit down to review and revise her checklist together, new
understandings might emerge for both of them.
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More Views on HACCP Documentation: “Brand New
and Learning for Everyone”

Documentation for HACCP is a prime focus for ongoing worker training
and for repeated reminders and quasi-reprimands for supervisors who
are falling behind. Len, the plant manager, often defends his supervisors
when the HACCP Coordinator points out their shortcomings at staff
meetings: “This is brand new—part of the brand-newness of HACCP, so
it’s learning for everyone.” He also takes the long view when it comes to
how quickly documentation could be “done right” on the floor:

[HACCP] is effectively brand new, and you know, I’m one that has quite a
bit of patience for this.… Since it is brand new, you’ve got to work with the
employees, and I think that as long as you continue to do that, you’ll fi-
nally get it done right. But I mean HACCP for this facility is definitely a
quantum leap from where this plant has been in the past.… Given the
various levels of literacy … I think we’ve done extremely well so far.… I
would anticipate struggling a little bit even at that point because again
this is all brand new stuff. So I think we’ll definitely get there, but … we’re
going to have some bumps along the road.

Len is often willing to be patient with something new, unlike Liz the
Production Manager, a Chinese Canadian with English as her second
language. She sees the documentation and procedures at the Critical
Control Points (CCPs) as familiar work that people have been doing.
From her point of view,

even though the employees have been already doing it for a number of
years, they may not understand that they are looking after a Critical Con-
trol Point.… They might forget here and there about documenting on a
timely basis. So when these individuals are trained, they will learn the
criticalness of their own position that controls the CCPs.…It’s not really
something new that we are interested in seeing. It’s something they are fa-
miliar with already.

She is not going to be as patient, but rather will “take the route of
progressive discipline” if necessary to get people to pay attention. What
is new for her is workers understanding the “criticalness” of their own
work. Training for her means giving new meaning and importance to
familiar tasks. She feels that with this new understanding, workers
will change their behaviors and attitudes. Otherwise, discipline will be-
come the driving force.

Len at times also sees discipline as the only way through the resis-
tance. He expresses his disappointment in a staff meeting:

People are being told things aren’t right, and yet they persist. I have to un-
derstand why. I’m not surprised, but I’m disappointed to the max. Same
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as GMP with the hairnets. And people keep doing it. Do I have to say
you’re out of here for the day? I hope not. People on the line are held re-
sponsible for doing their job. Either you need to be trained up or you can
play silly buggers. It’s not acceptable.

Then his frustration: “I love you to the max but don’t piss me off. We
have to hold people accountable. We know people can do it when they
want to.”

In staff meetings, I see Len asking questions and searching for some
clues to why people want to cooperate or not.

Erin, a young English-speaking, Canadian-born lab technician,
“wants to.” Newly hired, she listens attentively to what managers pro-
mote, and actively participates in the quality and standards drive. In
addition to testing products, she, like the other technicians, has major
responsibilities in the quality and HACCP programs. “There are stan-
dards for everything,” Erin says. She feels this job is a good match for
her interests, especially with the current documentation work on
HACCP and quality: “I like forms. It’s exciting. I make up forms. I like
everything to be formal. It’s a great time to be here. I can see the
changes.”

The changes that she has witnessed over her short 9 months are
mostly with the operators. They had been writing in pencil, not sign-
ing their names or initials and not completing their checks as neces-
sary. Now most of them are using pen when filling in the forms,
signing their names and keeping up with their hourly checks. She at-
tributes these changes to “us keeping on top of it, reinforcement and
giving positive feedback.” They also “see how much I write in point
form and so they see it’s part of the job.” According to Erin, “it’s good
for them. They see we look at the sheets.” She feels workers now un-
derstand that the lab takes the paperwork seriously because they see
her reading over their sheets on the line, making her own comments
and talking to them about their paperwork.

As a lab technician, she has her own meanings for literate practices:
Documentation defines every job and should verify that the job has
been done. Erin describes this essential aspect of her job: “If you don’t
write anything, it looks like you didn’t do anything. All our actions are
documented.”

I observe that on the floor workers still see production numbers,
jars rolling along the lines, as proof of work, not documentation.
Most of them have not bought into the culture of documentation and
adopted the literate work practices managers have been promoting.
Keeping their eyes on jars speeding in front of them, pulling out defec-
tive products, dealing with the idiosyncrasies of older machinery—
that’s their work. For many, the paperwork is onerous, difficult and
offers little satisfaction. On good days, they can pack 5,000 cases or
more of product. How do you count the value of forms filled in?
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Fernanda, an Italian operator with 20 years at the plant and a lead
hand in the busy season, says: “When we start to do it [documentation
for HACCP], nobody like it. Now, it’s OK. We know how to do it but we
no care.… Just a waste of time and that’s it … nobody care.”

Other operators like Svetlana, an Eastern European with many
years of experience, find increasing demands around print too stress-
ful. They try to find ways to deal with the paperwork and still keep up
their production. For instance, Svetlana thought she was doing a good
thing by filling in all the hours ahead of time on her forms (8:00, 9:00,
etc.) when there was a break. With that extra work done, all she would
have to do was write “y” or “n” (for yes or no) under each hour. So, when
she was told by the lab technician and the supervisor not to do it that
way but rather to put in the exact time she documented (i.e., 8:25), she
got upset. “Why she tell me that? … I busy, no tell me. No bother me.…
Working here for so many years and now more and more stress.” From
what I could observe and understand, Svetlana was never shown why
the exact time was important for tracing safety and quality checks on
recalled items. Unfortunately, she continued to be upset and confused
as to why her hard work and good intentions were not appreciated.

More and more, the representatives of HACCP and quality look to
paperwork to cover themselves and prove their productivity. Erin tells
me: “If workers don’t write down what they did, then it looks like noth-
ing. I keep trying to get that message across.… We need people to write
more. They need to make comments.”

A MEETING ABOUT HACCP:
“WHY ARE WE MAKING SO MANY MISTAKES?”3

Getting workers to “write down what they did” on their forms was one
of the topics of HACCP-related training. Even after this training, em-
ployees were not filling out their HACCP documents correctly. After
several incidents were recorded, a meeting was called in which literacy
and language issues took center stage. The question for the meeting
was, “Why are we making so many mistakes?” As became clear, there
was not one simple answer, as workers tried to relate literacy to pro-
duction demands, interpretations of the job, social relations and
power dynamics.

This special meeting was called by Liz, the Production Manager, to
find out how the company could make sure that the codes printed on
the caps of the jars and on the boxes were correct. The previous day six
people in the label room had all signed off “OK” for correct codes on the
caps when in fact the “best before date” was incorrect. Workers, the
lead hand, the lab technician, the mechanic and the supervisor had all
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written “OK” on their forms. Production ran for 3 hours—almost
15,000 jars got through their documentation system—before the error
was noticed.

The company had retrained people on how to complete these forms
just a few weeks prior to this meeting. Repeated incidents of incorrect
documentation cast in doubt the effectiveness of the lab’s training and
forced Liz to find a new approach: Get everyone involved in cap coding
into one room and find out what was wrong.

Liz called 18 people into the meeting: “You all play an important
role.… HACCP is an important part of our documentation for recall.
Cap codes and case codes are very important.… All the key people are
here. I need your help. I gathered you here to find out what can be
done.” The key people had the board room overflowing: line workers,
mechanics, supervisors, laboratory head and technicians, the Mainte-
nance Superintendent, and the Plant Manager. Liz frequently repeated
throughout the meeting that everyone had a role to play in assuring
quality and accuracy and that she was “not trying to find fault or point
fingers.”

She began with her answer to the problem of mis-documentation:
more information on a check sheet and more signatures to ensure
compliance and accuracy. As it happens, the coding machine broke
down during the production run that day. The original code had been
accurate but when the mechanic reprogrammed after fixing the ma-
chine, he put in the “best before” date incorrectly. According to reports
at the meeting, everyone who signed OK had assumed that the date was
the same as before and never checked it carefully again. “An honest
mistake,” said the lead hand afterward. “I looked at it, the mechanic,
the supervisor, the lab. We all were there and none of us saw it.”

To get the point across more directly, Liz went through four over-
heads showing forms with names of the operators and lab technicians
who had filled them out for that production run. With rapid-fire instruc-
tions, she explained the date codes to everyone by pointing quickly to the
small print on the screen. When in doubt about the codes, “Ask ques-
tions,” urged a floor supervisor, “nobody will be angry if you ask ques-
tions.” Liz drew attention to areas where the codes were incorrectly
marked “OK” for the three hours the product ran. She repeated that she
wasn’t pointing fingers, but had to use the original forms to get some an-
swers and some ideas about how to correct the problem. Neva, a label
machine operator whose form was shown, said later, “I felt bad. Every-
one made the mistake, but she showed my form.”

Then, workers in the room began to give explanations, express their
frustrations and offer suggestions. Vittorio, the mechanic: “It hap-
pened because no one paid attention.… Too much stress—that’s the
problem.” Not following up on this opener, Liz kept looking for more
answers: “What else can I do for you?” Rocco, the forklift driver, re-
sponded, “I have a suggestion that will solve all the problems. We need
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a lab tech every half hour to check. People don’t know how to fill out the
forms or why.”

Liz replied that it was everyone’s job to document the production
process, including the operators: “Everyone is equally as important in
these tasks. My reliance is on the staff on the floor.” Then Svetlana, an
operator, expressed frustration and blurted out, “People confuse. Need
more checks. Sometimes not there the mechanics, the lab. I no like to
argue [with] other people.”

Liz didn’t follow up on this comment. Svetlana later told me the con-
fusion was because “the caps different, the codes in different places.
We confuse. We have too much to do: fix boxes, look at caps, look at la-
bels, too much.” Her partner on the line, Filomena, reiterated the same
message: “We work hard. We have lot to do. We need a person just walk-
ing around and checking. A person only in here [the label room area
alone].”

None of these comments made it to the floor of the meeting. Instead,
Liz continued showing people the forms that were incorrectly filled out
and instructing them how to put in the exact time, and to write any
problems in the comment section.

Liz: Is everybody comfortable with what I just explained?

Silence.

Len, the plant manager, interrupted the bad news of the meeting
with praise for this group because they had noticed some serious er-
rors in the past. “You’ve found foreign matter in the jars and you have
helped us catch things others haven’t noticed.”

The last form to be shown on the overhead was the most incomplete.
Earl, the palletizer or case packer operator, had twice not put in the
hour he did his check, so it was impossible to use his form for tracing
back on any recalled product.

Liz: Mis-documenting the time—it’s very critical. The lab will
only be auditing now, random audits [Not doing such regu-
lar checks as previously]. The key people are all of you
present. This is how critical it is to us.

Hoping to wrap us this meeting, the Production Manager did one more
check of her own:

Liz: You feel whatever is in place now is adequate to document
and check adequately and correctly?

Silence.
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Liz: What else can I do?

A flurry of frustrated responses followed:

Rocco: We need more lab techs.
Floor Supervisor: No you don’t. You guys can do it.
Rocco: So why are we making so many mistakes?
Liz: That’s what we’re asking you.

Neva, whose form had been shown on the overhead, was getting im-
patient and threw out the obvious: “Yesterday we made the changeover
and we didn’t look to check.” After a pause, she answered the question
before the managers asked her: “We’re too busy to check.”

Liz, probably feeling discomfort about showing Neva’s form and
sensing her upset, said once again:

Liz: I’m not trying to point fingers and find fault. I want to find
the best way.

Rocco felt he had the best way—use the lab techs to do it.

Rocco: Some specific people are getting paid to check the codes.
Liz: It’s the operator’s job, too.

Contradictions in the Meeting

Even though Liz talked the words of employee importance and partici-
pation, her actions contradicted those words. She mentioned several
times that she wasn’t pointing fingers, yet workers like Neva and per-
haps Earl felt singled out when everyone had made the same mistake.
Rocco said that people were never carefully instructed on the how and
why of their forms. Liz chose to ignore this part of Rocco’s remark and
concentrate on the contentious issue of whose job it was anyway.

Despite giving repeated invitations for input, Liz was not prepared
to explore the issues workers brought up: stress, lack of time, more
maintenance and lab support, and a full understanding of HACCP. In-
stead she used the meeting to advance managers’ efforts toward
worker responsibility and compliance on the job. For her, everyone
who did the same task owned the job so she wanted to see everyone in-
volved, both hourly and salaried employees. In her words, “In order to
… take the route of progressive discipline, you have to be fair to the en-
tire group who is … doing the same task.”

In a follow-up interview, Liz explained that fairness involves highlight-
ing the importance of coding for traceability in case of recall, identifying
the “current paper flow” and reminding people of their responsibilities
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in the presence of everyone. Everyone gets the same information: “It’s al-
most like an eye opener for everybody where everybody missed it.”
Rather than a fault-finding session, she saw the meeting as an opportu-
nity for her to find out how to help and also to impress on all employees
that “when they are assigned in that particular position, they should
have ownership of that particular responsibility.”

The comment in the meeting that the company should hire more lab
techs to do checking was completely unacceptable to her. She is oper-
ating within the general framework of Lean Manufacturing with work-
ers responsible for some decision-making and monitoring their own
work. Liz said that “the floor employees are the ones that are steady.
They’re on that particular spot or area and they’re equally responsible
for what they should be doing correctly.” Staff at all levels are carrying
this same message to employees: a task is your responsibility and it’s
your responsibility to document that it went right or wrong and why.

Liz said what she heard at the meeting was that “this is something
new, even though mechanically they are filling out the information. But
mentally, they’re not really paying attention to the information that they
have documented.” Workers and staff admitted at the meeting that
their attention had lapsed. Their comments about being too busy and
work too stressful never surfaced at the meeting or in subsequent dis-
cussions with Liz and the staff. Finally, she said what the meeting ac-
complished for her was raising awareness and addressing the issue of
responsibility:

like it opens their awareness a little bit more. And also, I guess … ad-
dress the level of responsibility, you know. Which in their mind they
thought … it should be someone else’s job … and meanwhile it is their
own … and not somebody else should be looking over their shoulder to
catch their mistake. Should be done correctly the first time.

Liz’s comments about people mechanically filling out the forms is
important for workplace educators. She needs to raise awareness
about her meaning of the forms so that the workers might think
through their documentation in the future and see it as part of their
job. Likewise, workers need real opportunities to be heard about their
understandings, their “meanings-in-use” of the literate practices they
engage in. (See the Triple Z story in chap. 5, Literacies and Learning at
Work.) A skills approach to literacy addresses the mechanical aspects,
while a social practice approach focuses on those meanings, contra-
dictory as they may be, that are central to Liz, the workers and us.

With the pace of change at Triple Z, the assumption is that more
work will be demanded and that everyone (workers, staff, supervisors
and mangers) will continue to shoulder it. Employees at all levels of the
organization complain about the reduction of the workforce and the
stress as they take on more and more responsibilities. Rocco made
this point in the meeting: With the paperwork, workers are doing the
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job of the lab technicians for less pay and at a lower status. But no
manager will accept this any longer—it’s all part of the job. Everyone at
Triple Z talks about how much more work it takes now to get the prod-
uct out. Much of this added work is a result of the culture of documen-
tation that demands data, analysis, written verifications and a
seemingly limitless explosion of paperwork. This paperwork is posi-
tioned as crucial in an organization where the lines of authority and
discipline are being drawn tighter every day.

For Bozena, the HACCP Coordinator, documentation is her only
source of information and verification when dealing with quality assur-
ance and HACCP. She admits that most workers don’t realize how she
pores over their paperwork looking for clues on products that fall
short of expected quality and have been returned or recalled. Like Liz,
she also says the meeting raised attention to the importance of docu-
mentation and to “make sure they really understand what they are
looking for.” But even after the meeting, the lead hand in the label
room, a mixed-race Caribbean man, also says that people don’t under-
stand why they are filling out forms.

It’s important, because if you don’t know what you’re doing, you don’t
care. We don’t understand what’s going on and that’s what makes it diffi-
cult for everyone to change. If you explain, this is the reason why we are
doing this, then people will do it.

Most workers don’t know what the paper is for, who reads it, what
people do with it. But they do know it can get them in trouble. Bozena
also says she wants employees to understand “the necessity of com-
pleting the documents on a timely basis and telling the truth without
fear.” Yet, later that week, there was another coding problem in the la-
bel room and Bozena admitted that the situation wasn’t resolved yet,
but “maybe everyone got scared” at the meeting and this would moti-
vate them.

Getting people scared and gaining compliance through discipline be-
came more common in the talk of managers and supervisors during my
time at Triple Z. Although Bozena says she wants people to document
and work “without fear,” it seems that “getting people scared” is an ap-
proach she will try when necessary. Likewise, Len, the Plant Manager,
says he prefers the cooperative approach, but will settle for discipline
when workers won’t comply with managers’ directives. While I was on
site, managers, supervisors and staff began tracking workers who
broke GMP rules as part of progressive discipline procedures. With rec-
ommendations from the last audit, these procedures now fold into
HACCP documentation. Paperwork seems to be the next frontier for dis-
cipline. Liz says the meeting she called was to ensure that everyone
heard the same message, a kind of “fairness” that she sees as necessary
for progressive discipline. There already is a charged environment
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around paperwork: Workers resist doing paperwork that incriminates
them or their co-workers and they can get into trouble even when they
think they are doing what is expected. Consequently, fear, a time-hon-
ored motivator in workplaces, is also tightly interwoven with literacies
at Triple Z.

Sara, a young English-speaking, Canadian-born lab technician with
5 years at the company, explains her view of the company’s culture and
paperwork. She has the trust of most line workers and recently trained
them on completing their forms. She says they “lie because they want
to keep themselves from getting into trouble.”

It’s very hard for them to understand that if you made a mistake, I’m not
going to get angry that you made that mistake. I will get angry if I find out
you made a mistake and you’re hiding it from me.… I think that they still
are afraid.
… Even though we say it’s okay to make a mistake, really, it’s [the mis-
take] not always little. It’s not okay, but the point is it’s more okay to make
a mistake and be honest than it is to make a mistake and lie. Because
then you get in trouble not only for making a mistake, but for lying. I
think that’s where, for them they feel I’m damned if I do and damned if I
don’t.
… I feel bad for them sometimes. ’Cause you try and try, you tell them one
thing: “no you’re not in trouble if you tell us the truth.” [Then we say] “But
how can you have done that?” [laughs] [Workers say] “But you just said I
wouldn’t be in trouble.” But I think it’s getting slowly but surely better.
They’re starting to be a lot more honest than they were … at least they’re
making an effort. Maybe they’re not being totally honest on what the
problem is, but they’re at least getting, you know, the problem. Whereas
before when I started, they would pretend they didn’t know a thing. But
then because of the old foremen who used to scream at you at the slight-
est mistake you make, of course you’re going to try to hide it. Like who
wants to be yelled at, you know.

Sara frames her comments about workers’ behaviors in terms of hon-
esty as a moral stance, but at the same time admits that often the real
cause of mis-documentation is fear about getting into trouble. My sense is
that workers might frame it as protecting themselves and their co-work-
ers—their own moral stance—which is worth much more to them than a
form filled out correctly. Neva, for instance, says that ladies up the line
don’t report a problem with a jar, but try to fix the cases themselves by
repacking. If they do report the problem, it could be that three people
haven’t noticed it and then “we all get into trouble.” Sara certainly realizes
the contradictions in her own message and behaviors even though she
doesn’t indicate any intention of addressing them. Instead, she focuses on
how the workers are getting “more honest” and hoping that slowly they
will push through the contradictions and achieve the results she expects.

Sara gauges the change in attitudes toward paperwork by looking
back 5 years ago, when the “old-style” foremen set a different standard
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and tolerance for production quotas and mistakes. In the beginning of
the research, the union president described it to me this way:

The old-style management is gone. The new-style management is in …
the old-style management was like in the ’50s, they told you what to do.
And now, it’s more, more communication. That’s the main thing.

When I ask him how people have responded to this change, he says:

I think it’s, what they say, they’re out of jail now. More freedom. They can
make an opinion. They can voice their opinion. Someone’s going to lis-
ten. Might not be correct, but they’re going to look into it, see what’s best.
In the past, no one would even open their mouth, ’cause they knew they
wouldn’t get nowhere.

I recalled that when I worked with the company as a consultant 4
years ago, many workers complained about the supervisors’ behavior in
the organizational needs assessment. During my research this time, I
never observed workers getting yelled at, but I can see that they get into a
different sort of trouble now. Mis-documentation, as Liz has said, is go-
ing to be met with progressive discipline. Warnings, suspensions and ul-
timately loss of one’s job has become part of this new freedom. As other
researchers have found (Darrah, 1997; du Gay, 1996; Gee et al., 1997;
Graham, 1995), the authority, empowerment or freedom given to work-
ers is limited and narrowly defined, often within a regulatory system set
up or at least implemented by those who are in charge of the workplace.
Consequently, the meanings workers attach to their paperwork are
complex despite deceptively simple-looking forms. The meanings are
often not positive, because this paperwork is part of the picture of
stress, power struggles, work reorganization, more accountability and
possibly disciplinary action. Their compliance in filling out the forms
will depend not simply on learning how to read and write the form, but
on addressing those issues that have created the different meanings that
workers and managers hold about documentation.

This message about meanings is what workplace educators have to
bring to the table when we meet employers and unions, when we nego-
tiate educational activities, when we teach and evaluate the results.
The tapestry metaphor we have been using might offer a way into these
ideas. When we look closely at the tapestry, we see how literate prac-
tices are tightly woven in with all the systems of a workplace: work pro-
cedures, communication practices, social relations and power
dynamics. Literacy is not a single thread to be pulled out and examined
separately. Literacies are part of the tapestry and get their meanings
from how they are woven into it. Our work as educators then is to look
closely to find the patterns, make them visible and show how literacies
are inseparable from all the other threads. If we bring this view of
literacies to the workplace, to the funders and to other educators, we
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may have a greater impact by reaching more people and more systems
in each workplace.

The Aftermath: 5 Weeks Later

Five weeks after the meeting there are increasing signs that workers
have heeded the message from Liz and are trying to integrate the pa-
perwork into their daily routines. In the label room, Neva shows me
her paperwork when I stop to spend some time at her position. Ever
since my time as an education consultant with the company, many
workers associate me with the ESL class, call me “Teacher” and take
the role of student when they want some help with English. Because I
thoroughly enjoy workplace teaching, I sometimes find myself, as in
the brief excerpt that follows, taking up the role of teacher and offering
whatever help I can. I too have to gauge how my help affects their nego-
tiation of the personal risk and benefits from producing more accurate
documentation.

In this situation, Neva has written a short phrase, “cap code not
good,” in the comment section. I express pleasant surprise when I see
it and interpret her smile back as her modest pride. “I really want to
say ‘cap code not work,’” she says. I take that as an invitation and offer
to help. She asks how to spell “work” and succeeds in writing the sen-
tence she wants to. I praise her work and also note that she has spelled
“code” correctly. She says she copied it from the top of the page where
the product code is indicated—a sign of some manipulation and use of
print for her own ends. Her smile and her public display of her work
show me she is pleased with her efforts and she says she knows it’s just
a start. As an educator, I also see it as just a place to start, meeting her
at this point and making our way into the complex world of literacies at
Triple Z.

Earl seems to be in a similar frame of mind at the palletizer. When I
see him, he gestures to me to look at his forms, where he has been care-
fully keeping track of the half-hour checks. “I’m not going over the
times now. I’m not going ahead.” His paperwork is right up to date, al-
though he is still writing in the standard half hour rather than the exact
time. In response to my praise, he says, “I do it every day and I get confi-
dent. I build myself up.… Even the lab people are proud of me.”

At the moment the paperwork seems an opportunity for Neva and
Earl, albeit a risky opportunity, because they know there is still the po-
tential for blame. The issues of more accountability for increased re-
sponsibilities on the job, added stress, and finding fault are still part of
the environment. Although mentioned by staff and managers, these is-
sues have not been examined as far as I can tell. As most workers see it,
there really isn’t a choice: Do it and show you are trying, or face disci-
plinary action. As work life becomes increasingly rule-bound and pres-
sured by quality, safety and production demands, literacy becomes
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more precariously balanced between a potential risk and an opportu-
nity for gain.

GETTING THE SYSTEM TO WORK FOR YOU

There are workers who find ways to use the system and its documenta-
tion to their advantage. They are generally people with adequate literacy
skills who have jobs that give them some autonomy and independence.
They have limited power to make decisions usually because they have
job skills that few other workers have.

For instance, Sergio, a young Hispanic with English as his second
language and the operator of the pasteurizer, can make the system
work for him. He has the expert knowledge of how his machinery fits
into the system, how his data can make him a prized worker, and how
his documentation can benefit him. Fear and intimidation are not part
of his picture. Whenever I see Sergio between the steaming tunnels, he
has his notebook and papers in hand: charting temperatures, compar-
ing notes from past runs of the same product and making new notes if
he notices any different circumstances. Wherever he is, his papers and
his notebook are not far away.

Sergio knows how to use the data to his advantage. Once when a
product was returned, the production manager questioned him about
the accuracy of the pasteurization process. He checked the date on the
product code and went back to the circular graphs (which automati-
cally graph time and temperatures) for that day to see when the prod-
uct was in the pasteurizer. He found he wasn’t on that shift, arriving
just after the process was complete for that product. Consequently, he
didn’t personally have to account for a bad quality of product. In an-
other one of my informal conversations with him, he showed me how
he had written on the circular graph the length of time the machines
were down in the label room to verify that the pasteurization process
was being interrupted. If the product was recalled, then he could cover
himself by showing that jars were held up in the pasteurizer because of
other problems further down the line and not because of his work. In
this case, the paperwork would protect him just as he had been told.

Franco, the lead hand in sanitation who is also the trainer for new
employees, thinks HACCP has had an overall beneficial effect:

At first I thought it was the government making sure we weren’t lazy. Now
I think it’s important and good.… It’s all about organizing, planning and
problem-solving.… It keeps everyone in line and people realize how im-
portant their job is. It keeps people alert, too. In the past we waited four
to five months to get repairs. Now [maintenance] fixes the problems
quickly.… With HACCP, people communicate more, solve problems to-
gether, keep trying to do things together and try different things.

Franco has read about HACCP and learned the details over months
of preparing documentation and training. He can point to the inconsis-
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tencies in their own documentation, see the holes in their efforts, ex-
plain the ramifications of passing or failing the certification and talk
about the economics of this plant. His idea for HACCP training is a
much more hands-on approach, in which supervisors point out
HACCP-related procedures during work. For instance, he says when
glass breaks and workers are cleaning up, that’s the time to remind
them “this is what HACCP means.” As an educator, I see that his train-
ing would be interactive, in real time, at a real place, focused on expla-
nation, and answering the “Why?” question people often ask.

On the whole, he feels that sanitation comes out ahead in this pro-
gram. “The plant is a lot cleaner. We got a higher rating from AIB”
(American Industrial Business, one of the plant’s important auditors).
His goals have become aligned with the company’s goals, and benefits
flow to him, to his department and to the company. He says he thor-
oughly enjoys learning and makes the best of whatever comes his way.
He has taken communication and training courses with the financial
assistance of the company. In the chemical training sessions that we
both attended, he always came prepared, with questions to clarify
workers’ concerns and also his own inquisitiveness. As I interpreted it,
with HACCP, sanitation is now being taken more seriously, given atten-
tion with time, training, money and power. The “dirty work” has now
gained some respect. Through HACCP, this lead hand has become a
trainer and will have continued work, job enhancement and learning
ahead of him. He is another example of a production worker who has
made the system work in his favor.

These two workers are representative of a somewhat younger group
in the plant who come with a different comfort level around paper-
work, and a different set of expectations about work, their role and the
possibilities for participation and gain even in this atmosphere where
risks of blame are real.

MORE GAIN THAN RISK: SERGIO’S WORK

Sergio, introduced in the earlier story, has been operating the pasteur-
izer for 7 years. From conversations and observations, I find him to be
an avid investigator and learner in his passion for recording the details
that define his job. The pasteurization process is intensive, requiring
constant attention to numerical details and dealing with the many un-
expected stoppages in production that affect the process and the qual-
ity of the product. This process is also a data generator and Sergio has
to be on top of it all: circular charts automatically graphing time and
temperatures; regular checks on temperature in the jars themselves;
forms that show the calculation of speed, time and temperature; forms
tracking broken jars; and, for his own information, a form tracking
machine breakdowns in the label room that require Sergio to adjust
the pasteurization process.
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The pasteurizer occupies an area about 80 feet long and 30 feet
wide, half of one wing of the plant. The pasteurizer and the label room
share this section of the plant, and are the final steps in food process-
ing at Triple Z. In the pasteurization area, there are three long heat tun-
nels, connected to the three production lines, for products to pass
through. Each tunnel is divided into sections. Tunnel number 3, for in-
stance, has 18 sections and 4 windows that the operator or lab techni-
cian opens to test the product at its different stages. The belt moving
the product through the tunnel is set at a certain speed. Each product
has a heat temperature and a time/speed formula for pasteurization.
As the product moves through the tunnel, the heat increases to its de-
sired level and then cools down. The belt speed determines how long
the product will remain at that section and at a certain temperature.
Near the end of the tunnels is a large bright-blue chiller machine, floor
to ceiling height, which cools down products quickly if necessary. If the
product is overheated or remains at a high heat for too long, the quality
is questionable. Texture and taste may be compromised.

After pasteurization, the next step in the production process is la-
beling and packing the jars. When the label machine or the packer is
down, the product backs up in the pasteurizer and can easily over-
cook. That’s when Sergio has to be creative—“I have to run like mad;
Oh my God”— open the steam valves, open one of the four windows of
the tunnel, and add water with a hose to the chiller machine to cool off
the product stuck in the pasteurizer.

Prior to Sergio’s taking over this process, the operator would just
“open that steam and let it blast” according to a recalled conversation I
had with the maintenance supervisor, Hans. That’s how Sergio had
learned to handle the operation, until Hans brought him back materi-
als on pasteurization that he had used in one of his maintenance
courses in the United States. Sergio took the materials home to read
and as Hans recalls, “that really changed him. He turned right
around.” He learned he could control the process, be more efficient in
energy consumption and save the company money. Hans speaks glow-
ingly of Sergio’s ability to learn and apply that new learning. “Now we
saved $300,000 in energy and it’s mostly him. I told him, ‘Here my boy,
see these efficiencies. And it’s mostly your work there.’”

In the summer when the plant is running at full tilt and the number
of workers triple, all three of the lines and heat tunnels are operating.
“In the summer, I get all the lines smoking,” says Sergio. “If the first line
running will be at 7:00 a.m., I know what the steam has to be. Then I go
to the second line.” I was fascinated by the intensity of the job, the fine
tuning and the accompanying frenzy. Here are my field notes from one
of my conversations with Sergio:

He talked about the summer again and how he has to remember what’s
happening on each line and in each tunnel. He might write down a time
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that he checked a temperature, for instance, 9:03. If he “opens up the
steam,” he has to check back again in 3 or 4 minutes. But maybe another
line needs attention. If a packer machine is down, for instance, … he has
to run and take care of that [then there would be a backup in that tunnel
in the pasteurizer]. “Oh my God, it’s 10 minutes! I have to check that
steam.” So back he runs to the first line he was checking. It seems to me
that it would almost be impossible to keep it all rolling. But I can tell he
loves the hectic pace. I said, “Your eyes light up when you talk about it.” “I
love my job,” he says.

I often noted how he seemed to enjoy the buzz, the constant demand
for attention from his complicated machinery. He knows how each tun-
nel operates, dealing with the idiosyncrasies of the older tunnel num-
ber 1 and the higher-tech tunnels 2 and 3, which give him more
possibilities for fine tuning. He knows how to read the tunnels, how to
coax them, push them and handle them with care. On a day with “no
steam,” as Sergio says, he’s bored. Some products, like the relish in
plastic squeeze bottles, are only cooled down in the pasteurizer be-
cause the plastic would melt if heated. On slow days, I found Sergio in
the label room helping out during his free time. But most days I found
him enveloped in the clouds of steam coming out of the heat tunnels.

In the summer, Sergio’s area is beyond the heat tolerance level for
many workers, one of the reasons why it’s very difficult for Triple Z to
get workers to train on the pasteurizer. The HR Director says the com-
pany has trained a number of people over the years, but most refuse to
continue working there due to the physical demands of the job in the
warm weather and the responsibility entailed. Here is Sergio’s view:

People think my job is easy when they see me standing and looking at the
windows [of the pasteurizer]. “Hey, your job is easy and I break my back
with my job,” they say. I tell them sometimes I use my back and some-
times I use this [he points to his head].
I have lots of men and women try to do this job. After three days or a week
they say no, not for me. If something goes wrong, it’s their responsibility.
If a customer [is] not happy, the boss comes to see them. They don’t want
the responsibility. They say they don’t want this job.

SERGIO’S NOTEBOOK: “THE DETAILS ARE MY TEACHER”

Whenever I see Sergio in between the tunnels, he’s got his notebook
and papers in hand. His papers are numerous, because the pasteuriza-
tion process is a data generator. For controlling the pasteurization pro-
cess for each product, Sergio does not depend on his memory, but
rather on his own custom-made book to guide him. “No guesses,” he
says. He uses his own notebook to check data, compare data from past
runs and make new notes for any variation in his process. Wherever he
is, his papers and his notebook are not far away. In my field notes, I
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commented on his literacy practices: “He’s into paperwork—always
writing himself notes. He uses paperwork to account for his actions.
He could easily be called to explain himself when there are recalls.”

Triple Z has an official binder for the pasteurizer, a simple two and
half pages with only the most basic information: product name, pas-
teurization temperature, speed of the belt and label of the product.
Sergio refers to it by saying, “The book is my boss.” The fact is, no other
manager knows this book or the process. But as Sergio says, “My boss
can’t help me if something goes wrong. I have to find the problem.”

But this company book is only the beginning for him. Sergio de-
scribed his early days on the job. He’d start with the company book,
but then notice that different products required variations on the tim-
ing, that seasons affected the process (e.g., water is warmer in the sum-
mer so he would need less heating and more cooling time). He found
that he could reduce the heat of the pasteurizer with different tech-
niques, that he could finesse the chiller machine and much more. He
realized every product had its nuances and that he couldn’t remember
them all. “The next time I ran the product I say, ‘what was the pressure
last time? What was the steam?’ Oh my God, I don’t remember. How
cool the water? I don’t remember. I need a book. I went to buy myself a
little book.”

He uses his “small book” to make notes and help him remember what
he did with each product to ensure quality. The spiral notebook is about
4" × 7" with one or two pages devoted to each product. Near the top of
the pages are the product name and size, printed carefully. Then come
his details on the temperatures at different stages, the pounds of pres-
sure/steam, the seconds per foot, the use of the chiller machine and sea-
sonal differences. Because the tunnels operate differently, they also
figure in his notes. His notes are legible, mostly printed, with Spanish
liberally sprinkled throughout. “Bien” or “muy bien” notes the differ-
ences in how good a temperature or speed setting might be for this prod-
uct in a certain tunnel. He uses Spanish to note corrections, the better
settings, what to do and not to do with a product. Sometimes colored
ink also distinguishes new information he wants to highlight about a
particular product or run. “The details are my teacher,” he says. “I look
in my book and see what I did before. I look at the numbers on the ma-
chine now. They are the same or close. Beautiful. Oh thank you, God.”

Here is an entry from my field notes where Sergio showed me one
way he uses his book to check his own work:

He showed me how his entry on [this] product was right on. First stop
temperature should be X and it was. Where the temperature was off a bit
[at a later chart], he explained the pasteurizer needed repair and it was
leaking, so he kept the heat higher than what he had noted in his book.
His small book is also filled with added comments, changes. He needs a
bigger book now—no room to add more info on some pages.
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Indeed, his notebook is getting too small, as he finds himself writing
in the margins or in between lines. “Now I need a bigger book because I
have no more room to write,” he says with surprise and a wide smile.
With all his notes capturing his experience and know-how, he told me
he doesn’t have any problems with getting enough steam. “I’m serious.
I get the lines smoking. Oh yes.” If he didn’t, he said, the supervisor
would ask him why he wasn’t doing his job.

I asked Sergio for a copy of one page from his notebook as an exam-
ple of his literacy practices on the job. This page was first begun in No-
vember 1998 for a new product at that time. At the top, he wrote in the
date, the page number in his book, the belt speed, name and size of the
product and the word “new” slightly off to the right of the page. Then he
wrote temperature readings for each of the five charts he checks—ac-
tual, control and “bien.” He had comments on the pounds of pressure
with changes in what might be needed, the temperature in the hot wa-
ter window and in upper case letters: “Cool down product. Use chiller
machine at all time.” Some instructions to himself were circled or ar-
rows pointed to comments made on certain runs when he discovered a
better setting or technique. These comments looked almost boldfaced
because he had written over them a number of times. Other notes were
written horizontally on the vertical page next to the spiral margin. The
last third of the page had newer information: “This is after January—
year—2000,” he wrote. Half Spanish and half English indicated what
he considered now to be the normal speed of the belt, different from
the standard speed he took from the company book, and the best pres-
sure setting “to cook this product.”

He gave me this copied page in a secretive fashion. I was standing
near a line in the label room and he gestured that he had something for
me. As I recall, he folded the paper over slightly so no writing was visi-
ble, making it clear to me that he didn’t want anyone on the line to see
it. “I have to use their book [the company’s]. This is only to help me get
better,” he said, as he handed it over to me across the line. I assured
him that it was only for me to look at but I could see he was worried that
it might get into the wrong hands. Although he showed me his writing
willingly and demonstrated what I thought to be ownership of his job,
he seemed to have felt at risk if anyone in management or his co-work-
ers saw that he was refining the calculations in the company’s book.

In standardized certification systems, the use of nonstandard docu-
ments like Sergio’s notebook is not official and could get workers into
trouble in audits (see chap. 4, Literacies at Work in a Culture of Docu-
mentation). I never heard any discussions in staff meetings about non-
standard documents, so I assumed that they were not yet an issue at
Triple Z. The company was still just writing up Standard Operating
Procedures and job descriptions at the time of the research. After
HACCP certification, the use of this kind of custom-made document
would likely become more of an issue. For now, I knew Sergio felt un-
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certain about what might happen if his rich work literacy was discov-
ered. There was risk in his enterprise, but the gains for himself and the
company seemed much greater.

Sergio’s notebook was totally his own creation, conceived and writ-
ten by him and used only by him. I was not aware of any other hourly
worker who kept such a detailed written account of their work prac-
tices, although no other operator’s job required so much knowledge
and precision for each different product. For Sergio, this literacy prac-
tice served several purposes. It confirmed his knowledge of the pro-
cess; it helped him learn more and continually revise his process when
new circumstances presented themselves; and it captured on paper
his growth in knowledge and skills. It housed data for future compari-
sons; it was his research piece. The book was more than a reminder, it
was making sense of his job in a valuable way, on paper. His practice
captured not only his steps in the process but, more importantly, his
thinking, his considered conclusions about what was “bien” or “muy
bien” in different circumstances. Being the learner that he was, nothing
seemed to be a final statement. I felt his research kept his interest and
enthusiasm in his job alive.

CONCLUSION

Triple Z, like every workplace committed to success in contemporary
manufacturing, is rife with contradictions. In this chapter, I have tried
to uncover the disparate and often contradictory local meanings of lit-
eracy for workers, staff and managers. These diverse meanings are
formed within the social fabric of work and arise from the different
daily experiences of working life: managers carrying the message and
the pressures from corporate headquarters, supervisors squeezed be-
tween managers and workers, and workers dealing within this tangle
of meanings on the plant floor. In contrast to a one-dimensional view of
literacy as skills, this view of print communication at Triple Z is multi-
dimensional and complicates the picture of how people understand
print and why they use it or not. What might appear to managers or ed-
ucators as simply language or literacy difficulties, or even workers not
doing their jobs, is likely to be a flag for much more. To be successful
with literacy solutions, we need to go deeper and discover the fine de-
tails and intricate relations that create layers of meaning for literate
practices.

The new demands for documentation at Triple Z affect everyone, al-
beit in different ways. Managers have a new reality to address in this
document-driven culture where documentation takes on a kind of hy-
per-reality. Supervisors and staff, swamped with paperwork, struggle
not only to keep up with but also to understand this new way of proving
themselves through data. Most workers consider the paperwork pe-
ripheral to production, yet experience the pressures, urgency and po-
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tency of it. This paperwork, developed by others to validate their work
for international corporate safety systems, has created new opportuni-
ties charged with risk.

Literate practices are powerfully shaped by these often contradic-
tory conditions. Although some workers can find a place to create per-
sonal documentation in their own meaningful ways to enhance their
work, most workers are not in jobs that afford them the opportunity,
time or benefit to do so. Still, literacies continue to expand at Triple Z
and meanings for literate practices change as workers, staff and man-
agers experience the new workplace individually and collectively—
changing practices in changing communities.
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Paperwork
as the Lifeblood

of Quality
Sue Folinsbee

It’s three p.m. My feet are killing me and my whole body aches. I am
absolutely exhausted from being on my feet for eight hours in my new,
stiff, unbearable steel-toed shoes. My hands feel dry and chapped. It’s
the end of my first full day as a participant observer at Texco,1 a small,
privately owned, nonunionized textile factory that makes specialized
fabrics for a niche market around the world. The factory employs
about 60 people. They’re a mix of men and women; long-term employ-
ees and those just out of school; people born in Canada along with im-
migrants from Portugal, Greece, India and South America. The work
force is mostly White, with few people of color. On the plant floor, men
hold the majority of the higher paying jobs.

This chapter describes my experience as a researcher at Texco. My
aim was to study literacy practices over 6 months, focusing on the na-
ture of the work rather than on individual workers (see Darrah, 1997;
Jackson, 2000). I am a workplace educator and consultant, but had
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not done any direct work with this company previously. My findings
provide an alternative to some popular views about literacy and skills
that identify workers’ so-called “lack of skill” as the problem. These
views suggest that if only the skill level of workers was increased, their
participation in workplace literacy practices would improve. I will try
to show why solutions might not be so straightforward.

Through the stories I tell in this chapter, I want to first show how liter-
acy practices or “paperwork” are inextricably interwoven into all as-
pects of workplace life, especially how literacies are the lifeblood of ISO
9001, the quality system used by Texco. ISO stands for the International
Organization for Standardization. It is a certified international quality
system to ensure customer satisfaction, involving conformance to qual-
ity requirements, including reduction of variation and waste. Cus-
tomers demand that their suppliers have ISO certification. Companies
these days need to be certified to play in the global marketplace.

Second, I want to make explicit how the literacy or documentation
requirements of systems like ISO pose contradictions and dilemmas
for both workers and managers that are about “meanings in use”
rather than just worker skills. I illustrate how the different meanings
that workers and managers give to literacy practices reflect the power,
social relations, work practices and values that are part of the larger
company culture. In short, I want to stretch the reader’s imagination
about definitions of literacy and the implications that this might have
for practice.

But first, some background on the workplace culture of Texco and
the different understandings of this culture. These are critical to also
comprehending the local meanings of workplace literacy practices
found on the factory floor.

TWO ENTRANCES, TWO PERSPECTIVES

That first day at Texco is a cold dark morning in December, and it takes
me just a little over an hour to drive to the plant from my home. I turn
onto a small side road that I come to think of as “industrial row.” The
main building, like dozens of others in the area, looks like a squared-
off hockey arena. There are two parking lots. One is close to the pro-
duction workers’ entrance that goes directly into the plant. The other
one is on the left side of the building near the door where visitors, man-
agers2 and office staff enter. During my time at the site, I park in both
lots and enter the building through both doors at different times. I first
enter as a visitor but as I start to work and learn alongside the produc-
tion workers, I use their door. When the time comes at the end of my re-
search to make a presentation to managers and formally say my
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“thank you’s” to employees, I end as I began: I enter and leave through
the visitor’s door.

There is a definite contrast between what I see and experience as I
enter the factory through these different doors. When I enter as a visi-
tor, I walk into a small, quiet foyer with a wooden coat stand, comfort-
able loveseats and a small table with some current business magazines
on it. The plaques and certificates displayed on the wall create an im-
pression of good corporate citizenship. Thanks for donations and
community participation paper one entire wall. A door leads inside to
the main office area. Visitors must phone the person they want to see
and wait for their contact person to come and meet them. The main of-
fice is quiet and orderly, with the light tapping of several office staff
working on computers. When I enter by the production workers’ door,
I am enveloped by the muffled symphony of the weave room: the
“chunk, chunk, chunk” of the looms and the harnesses going up and
down at different speeds. The green chipped paint, the line of coat
hooks and the stark wooden bench are a sharp contrast to the quiet el-
egance of the office foyer. The bulletin board with its notices, safety
minutes, employee announcements and thank-you cards creates an
impression of an everyday work life that differs greatly from the for-
mality of the framed plaques in the office foyer.

As I pass through the door of the production foyer, the full force of
the sound of looms doing their work assaults me. A bright room the
size of a small gym is filled with five rows of different types of looms,
four to five looms in a row. Each one is about the size of an upright pi-
ano. On this particular day, nine looms are in operation, weaving a va-
riety of materials. I have a sense of ordered chaos as I scan the room.
Boxes of yarn that will be used as fill in the weaving process litter the
aisles between the rows of looms. Garbage bins overflow with waste
from the sides of the woven materials. Bits of fuzz quietly float off the
looms and scatter over the concrete floor. Several blinking lights on the
looms indicate empty bobbins that need to be changed, yarn breakage
or other problems that need to be taken care of.

Throughout the data collection and the year of writing after, I keep
coming back to the visual impressions, the noises and the impact of
the two entrances. They become a metaphor for understanding the
chasm between the managers’ vision for a literate workplace and the
realities of worker participation in literacy practices.

Texco is ISO 9001 certified. This requires a whole battery of stan-
dard procedures and documents, bringing lots of new literacy expecta-
tions. But the process is full of dilemmas and contradictions, The
quiet, ordered, comfortable visitor’s entrance leading into the office re-
flects the ideal notion of how documentation and paperwork required
by ISO should work, as outlined in the manuals, the ISO orientation
and some conversations with managers. By contrast, the production
entrance leading into the weave room reflects the messiness, the com-
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plexities and the lived experience of paperwork and documentation
from the workers’ point of view: fraught with risk and blame, and
sometimes opportunity. The entrances also reflect the ideal values of
company culture and the actual everyday workplace practices.

On the Plant Floor

A month into the research project I go out on the plant floor. I first ob-
serve and work as a “trainee” in areas throughout the plant, then zero
in on its two largest areas: the Warp Room (where the yarn is prepared
for weaving) and the Weave Room.

That first day as a participant observer provides a taste of what it is
like to work on the factory floor and a glimpse of the lived experience of
workers in “the new workplace.” It’s like an isolated piece of a large
puzzle. Despite my many years of experience as a workplace consul-
tant, it takes the entire length of my time at Texco to understand how all
the pieces fit together in order to present a complete portrait of litera-
cies and work. It is a picture full of contradictions and surprises.

Because I have largely worked with joint worker/manager commit-
tees to facilitate workplace education programs, being on the floor as a
participant observer is a new experience for me. It is strange to be just
observing and not working on a strategy that will eventually have con-
crete results. Although I have offered my consulting services to Texco
as part of this project, this gets taken up in minimal ways during the 6
months, which leaves the workplace educator part of me strangely un-
satisfied. I give some feedback to senior managers on a revised mission
statement and company values, and on the company handbook. I also
develop a list of adult education principles for one of the managers. A
few times, I help people with their spelling and report writing at their
request. However, these efforts seem piecemeal and I never do see any
results of my feedback. This is also true of the final presentation that I
give to managers at the end of the research period.

I am also conscious of trying to leave behind my preconceived notions
of what I know about literacies and workplaces to really understand lit-
eracy practices in new ways. I wonder how both the workers and manag-
ers perceive me and my role as a researcher. At least trying out the
work—tying knots, loading creels to prepare the yarn for warping,
changing bobbins and helping with measurements—makes me feel
more useful than just standing around, observing and asking questions.

TEXCO: AN EXAMPLE OF “THE NEW WORKPLACE”

In terms of stated vision and values, Texco has many of the characteris-
tics described in the literature of “the new workplace.” Jackson (2000)
describes such a workplace as having management approaches that
combine both the technical side, focusing on conformance to stan-
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dards and statistical process controls, and the “soft” or human re-
sources side, focusing on customer orientation and employee
empowerment. With its emphasis on both standardization and docu-
mentation through its ISO 9001 quality system, and on employee em-
powerment, participation and learning, Texco can easily be recognized
as an example of a “new workplace.”

It can also be characterized as a company on the road to high perfor-
mance. The ideal of the high-performance workplace described in the
literature (see Jackson, 2000) emphasizes Continuous Improvement
and achieving more with less, with every employee as part of a team to
achieve workplace goals. Management methods focus on building align-
ment to a shared vision and strong commitment from all employees.
There is an emphasis on employee satisfaction. A high-performance
workplace “operates in a highly competitive market, changes quickly in
response to its ‘customers,’ and ‘competes on quality’ as well as cost”
(Jackson, 2000, p. 3). Texco’s focus on building employee commitment
to achieve company goals, quick and flexible turnaround for customers,
quality and product innovation are all marks of the high-performance
workplace. Its attempts at employee empowerment and appreciation,
including a profit-sharing plan, are also characteristic.

Texco’s owner is young and described by many employees, both in
the office and in the plant, as a charismatic leader. Many changes have
occurred since his arrival. I hear many comments from both workers
and managers about how much better things are at Texco since this
new ownership. Sales doubled in the first 5 of the 6 years since the
changeover. Six years ago, most of Texco’s business was based in Can-
ada. Today most is export to the United States, Asia, the Middle East,
South America and Europe. One of the company’s greatest challenges
is to constantly innovate through its research and development depart-
ment to beat out the competition and come out with the next new prod-
uct to meet customers’ future needs and demands. “You have to be
seeding continuously, out chasing things down because they usually
take six months to a year to come to fruition,” says the VP of Sales and
Marketing.

Texco prides itself on producing high quality products with a flexi-
ble, quick turn around for its customers. I am told that the company is
growing at a rate of about 8% a year and the plan is for the company to
double in size over the next three years. I get a sense of optimism and
goodwill among senior management.

TEXCO CULTURE: STATED VALUES AND PRACTICE

During my 6 months at Texco, I observe many contradictions between
stated values and what happens on the factory floor. What I observe
with respect to stated policy about how ISO documentation is sup-
posed to work and what happens on the shop floor reflects these con-
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tradictions. The “rough spots” with respect to ISO paperwork are at
the heart of these dilemmas. This section sets the stage for stories
about the different understandings that managers and workers have
about ISO documentation told later on in the chapter. During my re-
search, I get a clear and consistent message from managers that mak-
ing sure employees are happy and showing appreciation for them are
of primary importance. If people are happy and feel appreciated, the
theory goes, they will be focused on their work and more productive.
Providing information for people, forums in which they can ask ques-
tions and express their views, profit-sharing and extra financial re-
wards, social events and personalized birthday cards are all examples
of ways managers say that people are appreciated at Texco. “Kill people
with kindness,” says the CEO. “People are visible as individual people,”
the president tells me. Another consistent message is that it is impor-
tant to make sure people’s work is meaningful, to give them some con-
trol over this work, and to give them a chance to grow.

At the same time, managers say that the degree to which people are
happy at work is inversely related to the amount of time they have been
with the company. I hear that those people who have been around the
longest have the greatest number of complaints, ranging from distrust
and objections to supervisors’ working styles to feeling they have no au-
tonomy in their work. “This may be because we don’t listen enough, or it
could be because there are people who will always complain,” says one
manager. Another acknowledges, “We can always be better at listening.”

Later, as I spend more time on the plant floor, I begin to think that
the factors that managers say are important for people’s happiness
only work if their other basic needs around how work is organized and
done are met. I also see that managers’ appreciation is geared to the in-
dividual, and that although this is laudable, perhaps the systemic is-
sues that keep people unhappy are invisible. For example, I observe
that those workers who are valued, respected and empowered in their
work, and have their basic concerns listened to, are more likely to be
the ones that value the kinds of appreciations offered by managers.
This is true of both office staff and workers on the production floor.

I am curious about how people can exercise control over their work
and how empowered they are. One manager muses, “How far can we
go? What would happen if there were no managers in the building for a
week?” I also hear that managers would like workers to “push the
boundaries”; that managers’ concerns are not so much about how to
operate machinery, but more about results. When I am on the floor, I
find out that although certain workers see themselves as empowered
and having control over their work, there are others who feel just the
opposite. One issue I hear about centers around control and initiative.
Workers are told that they should take the initiative, but when some
do, they are told by their supervisor, “This is not your business.” One
worker tells me, “You’re damned if you do and you’re damned if you
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don’t.” This is an expression I hear a lot during my time at the site from
several people working in different parts of the plant. The meanings
behind this expression provide a good understanding of the dilemmas
and stresses that workers may experience in the course of their work,
especially concerning the documentation required by ISO.

I hear stories about people being chastised or reprimanded for ei-
ther helping others or doing a piece of work that they weren’t told to do.
I also hear that although workers know there will be a problem with
how they have been told to run a product, they will not say anything to
their supervisors. Then when the problem happens, they say, “I knew it
wouldn’t work this way.” I consistently hear that after numerous en-
counters where workers raise issues and nothing changes, they just
don’t bother any more. I ask one of the operators whether people write
anything under the heading on the blackboard in the plant that says,
“New Comments and New Ideas.” She says, “Nobody writes nothing.
Do you think they are going to listen to anything we have to say?” Many
workers tell me that they are told that there is an “open door” commu-
nication policy. But some issues never get resolved and they fear that if
they speak honestly about an opinion different from their managers’,
the managers will “keep an eye on them.”

Many of the comments I hear from the shop floor are in direct con-
trast to the stated values I have heard about empowerment and initia-
tive in the managers’ offices. Whether workers participate in the
documentation requirements has everything to do with these overall
contradictions. The threads of paperwork are tightly interwoven into
this messiness of everyday workplace life. As an educator, I am also
aware that these contradictions become the conditions of teaching and
learning in the workplace and sit right at the heart of the success or
failure of educational initiatives trying to get people to participate.

THE ISO QUALITY SYSTEM:
UNDERSTANDING THE LITERACY THREAD

Because the requirements of ISO 9001 make documentation critical,
the company has been transitioning from an oral culture to a written
one. At Texco, literacies in the form of documentation and paperwork
are central to the success of the ISO system, and this system is central
to the success of the company.

I first learn about the role of documentation in the quality system at
Texco from Brendon, the VP of Manufacturing, who tells me that quality
is the “lifeblood of the organization” and that it is important that people
are always looking at the quality of a product. Quality procedures like
equipment set-ups, Standard Operating Procedures (SOPS) and quality
checks are in place so that the customer gets a consistent, high-quality
product. I also learn from managers about the place of paperwork in
that system. I find out that it “lends order to processes.” The president
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tells me that “[Paperwork] is something which is in effect a map that al-
lows everybody to cross the same terrain, and know where the pitfalls
are and know what things have to be done to cross that terrain properly
and get safely to the other side of the processes, as it were.”

If quality is the lifeblood of the organization, then paperwork and
documentation are the lifeblood of quality. Paperwork at Texco con-
trols every aspect of the work process from the time a customer order
is received until a product goes out the door. There is an intricate sys-
tem of tickets attached to every product. These tickets get entered in
the computer during each stage of the work process so that at any one
time a person should be able to find out exactly what stage a product is
at in the factory. There are work orders for each part of the process,
SOPs and instructions for set-ups, product specifications and check-
lists that workers must follow. Following written specifications and
completing paperwork is all part of quality-control procedures.

A new aspect of documentation that is added to the operators’ job
while I am there is Statistical Process Control (SPC), requiring opera-
tors to record production data. In the Weave room it is the width of the
product being woven and the number of picks per inch. In the Warp
room it is the tension of the warped yarn across the width of the mate-
rial. These figures are recorded for every product, then graphed by a
senior project manager who works directly with the VP of Manufac-
turing. The graphs show whether a product is performing within the
normal range of specifications. The idea is to make products as consis-
tent as possible, by pinpointing when a product is deviating from the
normal range of specifications before it becomes a problem. Everyone
in the plant gets 4 hours of SPC training. It is a standard feature of
high-performance management and a commonly required component
of ISO certification.

I hear from managers that although the paperwork for ISO is gener-
ally working well, they would still like to see improvement in two areas.
They want better completion of the forms that employees have to fill
out when something goes wrong, and they want more responses in the
“Comments” section of the form on how a product runs through each
stage of its process for the purposes of new products being developed.

But I observe that there is still a gap between policy and actual prac-
tice in how paperwork is done. This gap is partially created by Texco’s
efforts to satisfy the dual goals of serving the requirements of the cus-
tomer in a global and competitive marketplace, and following the ISO
system that allows them to play in this global marketplace. In real life,
the goals of meeting customer requirements for a quick turnaround
and the time-consuming burden of following and completing the pa-
perwork under ISO sometimes collide. The result: a short-changing of
the procedures, which sometimes leads to costly mistakes, and a
working culture that supports a mixed message about the importance
of this paperwork. Some workers and supervisors still believe and tac-
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itly promote production as the “real” work and paperwork as second-
ary. During this time of transition from an oral culture to a high
concentration of paperwork, this mixed message may only serve to re-
inforce views that production is more important than paperwork. One
of the workers tells me that “In the office they just have to do paper-
work. We have to do our work and paperwork.” Paperwork is not inte-
grated with production in this person’s mind. He sees it as something
quite separate from the job he is doing. This view is widely shared by
other workers.

More importantly, the mixed message about the value of paperwork
causes a dilemma for workers. On one hand there is a constant formal
message from managers about the importance of paperwork and doc-
umentation. On the other hand, they are asked directly or indirectly to
engage in practices that short-circuit the paperwork or are given mes-
sages that tell them that production is more important.

A VIEW FROM MANAGERS

To find the source of these mixed messages, it is useful to explore some
of the business challenges expressed by Texco’s senior managers as
they work to stay competitive in a global marketplace. Documentation
required by ISO is an integral part of the larger business challenges.

Brendon, the VP of Manufacturing, says that Texco’s competition is
in the United States, Canada and “other places [we] do not even know
about.” He goes on to say, “In general we’ve survived because we’re a bit
more flexible with a quick turnaround. And our quality is very, very
good. We’re very customer-focused and our customers always say, you
know, they get a good response, you can get good product from us.”

My conversations with senior managers paint a picture of markets
that are rapidly changing and the challenge to be always developing
and working on new and innovative products. As Garth, the company
president, explains, “The biggest challenge we have is to continue to in-
novate.” He tells me that they operate in a market that is changing and
very competitive. He explains they have to learn to adapt, listen to their
customers and have the capability to respond to what they need. He
gives me one example of why things change quickly. He explains that
they have to be very careful about doing a lot of research and develop-
ment work in cases where they get only small orders that only last a
year before the competition can copy it:

We have to stay ahead of everyone else and make the newest or the most
technical [product] and make sure our quality is better. We have to make
it as hard as possible for the competition to copy. But they will eventually;
it’s a fact of life these days unfortunately. So while you are servicing to-
day’s business, you have to be looking a year or two years out, because if
you look at that [big contract] and say it’s great and we’re great, by the
time the contract is finished you go, “Okay, what’s in the pipeline?”
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Assessing how Texco is handling these demands, Garth says, “We’ve
got good systems I think internally. We have to have more discipline in
using the things we’ve already got in place. We waste time when we
don’t do things properly the first time, simply because in our zeal to get
moving sometimes, the new system we put in, like ISO, seems to slow
things down.” His comments about ISO help clarify the senior manag-
ers’ points of view on documentation and quality.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PAPERWORK ACCORDING TO MANAGERS

Conversations with senior managers give me a good understanding of
the pressures and tensions that they face to ensure that the proper doc-
umentation has been completed and customer needs have been served
at the same time. I get a sense of the critical importance of ISO docu-
mentation to the company’s goals and profits.

I ask Brendon which is more important, paperwork or production.
“They’re equally important, and in some respects the paperwork is
more important than running the product,” he explains. He tells me that
because the yarns they are dealing with are so expensive, a warp made to
the wrong specifications can cost up to $50,000 U.S., more than an op-
erator’s yearly salary. Warping prepares the yarn for weaving by ensur-
ing that the required number of ends for the product being made are of
the same length and the same tension. Every product at Texco has to be
warped. Brendon explains that “You have to look at the paperwork and
understand what you are trying to do. Some people guess and say, ‘I
make this stuff all the time’ and they haven’t noticed the change. Then
they go ahead and run it [but it’s wrong].” It’s a costly mistake. In another
example that shows the importance of paperwork, he says that they
have struggled to get employees to understand that when you finish a
warp, you must do the paperwork associated with the warp rather than
waiting until the end of the day to do it:

People think that if they can get another warp in, they are saving time and
being efficient, But they forget that someone in the office is looking in the
computer to see if the warp is complete, and if they don’t see it entered,
they will start making calls all because somebody hasn’t entered their pa-
perwork into the computer or done their recording on time. Six to ten
conversations can happen to find out what happened with the warp. Peo-
ple tend to forget they are part of a team and that their action or lack of
action costs money.

I ask why people don’t always do the paperwork in the way it’s sup-
posed to be done. Brendon believes there are several reasons. Workers
may not understand the ramifications of not doing the paperwork, be-
cause they didn’t have to do much of it in the past. They may have
worked at Texco for 10 years and only recently have been asked to do
paperwork. They may not understand the value of it or may see it as an
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inconvenience to their core job. He recalls a past employee who once
said, “I’m a loom fixer and that’s all I do. Don’t ask me to do paperwork.
It’s not in my job description.” Brendon goes on to say that paperwork
is harder than what most workers do and not something they may typi-
cally be good at. He says people don’t want to do something they see as
an inconvenience as opposed to the satisfaction they get out of manag-
ing their own work or making a warp or getting a loom to run. Brendon
laments that his biggest frustration is when people make mistakes be-
cause they are not doing the paperwork and following checklists that
are in place, even though there are systems in place to prevent this
from happening. This costs the company money and he is the one who
has to explain the mistakes to the owner, and to the employees when
their profit-sharing is down. “It’s very, very frustrating,” he states.

Garth, the president, gives me his perspective on the challenges of
paperwork:

A classic example is for instance in new product development. We have
an element in ISO called “contractor view,” which covers how we deal
with the customer order all the way through the systems, and makes
sure everything is correct. We often have the same sorts of elements ap-
ply to developmental things. Often the customers are saying, “I want this
in a rush,” [and] we don’t get proper paperwork done, so things will get
out onto the floor but we do it incorrectly. We do it incorrectly because all
the information that’s necessary wasn’t done the first time and we started
something without having all the paper. So it’s the road to hell being
paved with people’s good intentions, the good intention being that we
move fast, but in fact what we do is slow us all down.

He explains that customers impose their requirements, but that
Texco shouldn’t be initiating anything unless all the paperwork or in-
ternal communications are done properly. In a past case, Texco didn’t
understand the customer’s needs “as well as we should have.” After
they made up the material in the way they thought was good, they found
out that the material was supposed to have a uniform tension for a lam-
inating process that would follow. “So instead of having something we
thought was terrific, we ended up having a $100,000 claim.” One of the
things Garth would like to see is more information and detail on the
product [being documented] at the point of presales. He echoes
Brendon when he suggests that people need “more whys” about doing
the documentation that is part of the ISO system in place at Texco.

MY VIEW FROM THE FLOOR

I am a participant observer on the plant floor for 5 of the 6 months I am
at the Texco site. I have many reasons for wanting to be out on the floor.
First, I want to understand firsthand the work processes and how peo-
ple engage in literacy practices. But I also want to experience some of
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the work that people do on the plant floor so I have the physical and
emotional perspective on what it is like to do the work and be in this
particular workplace. I want to understand people’s own interpreta-
tion of their work and work lives. I also hope that being on the floor will
give me a better understanding of where people are at, and build trust
between myself and the operators.

I believe that understanding all these things firsthand will not only
improve my own practice as a workplace educator but will also improve
my ability to work with others who also do this work. I think I will be
better positioned to work with managers, workers, and in-house train-
ers after this experience. This research opportunity is an ultimate pro-
fessional development experience that I hope that I can share in an
accessible and effective way with others who do not have the luxury to do
what I am doing.

I ask people to think of me as a trainee, someone who knows nothing
about their work. I begin by watching and asking questions. Slowly, I
am given tasks to do, starting with easy things and progressing to more
difficult tasks. During my time on the floor, I am impressed by the
number of inventions and ideas that have been developed and imple-
mented by workers that have improved both the quality and efficiency
of the work processes. The workers I am with take the initiative to
show and tell me about these inventions.

As I try to understand working life from the workers’ point of view, I
soon learn to ask questions outside the preconceived framework I had
originally constructed as research questions. I am amazed at the infor-
mation that people entrust to me in such a short time about what it is like
to work there. I feel a deep sense of responsibility to their stories. This is
quite different from how I usually do research (such as an Organizational
Needs Assessment) as a workplace educator. I don’t usually have time to
just hang out with people. When I map the culture of the workplace and
the literacy needs within that culture, I have to be focused and directive to
get pertinent information that will determine what educational programs
I should recommend and what the barriers and supports are to offering
these programs within a short period of time.

The stories that workers paint for me about their lives at work are
quite different from those I have heard from the managers. I spend
time with both long-term and shorter term employees on different
shifts and see similar patterns in their stories. The most consistent
story I hear is about contradictions between what they are told and
what actually happens during their workday.

HOW WORKERS SEE THE VALUE OF PAPERWORK

Workers at Texco are told that everything they have to do in their jobs is
important, including paperwork, so in theory, a great deal of emphasis is
put on paperwork. However, comments from both managers and work-
ers show that this is not always the practice, for many different reasons.
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The stories that workers tell me indicate that there are subtle and
not-so-subtle messages that getting the product done and out the door
is more important than paperwork. These stories show how workers
and managers short-circuit the paperwork to quickly get the product
to customers. In other situations workers are questioned about the
amount of time they take to do paperwork. One worker told me that he
was chastised by his supervisor for spending too much time doing pa-
perwork when he should have been “running the product.” Another
worker explains to me that people do not fill in the paperwork because
it is not valued. He tells me that he puts in a report for the same prob-
lem over and over again, but nothing is done about it.

Such stories are commonplace to workplace environments of all
kinds. But as educators, we need to pay special attention because the
conditions they describe often underpin the success or failure of teach-
ing and learning at the workplace.

WORKERS’ STORIES ABOUT DOCUMENTATION

The four groups of stories that follow focus on the different aspects of
documentation required by ISO. They show that the dilemmas that both
managers and workers face concerning ISO documentation are sys-
temic issues rather than the problem of any individual. These dilemmas
are found in both the ISO system itself and the different “meanings-
in-use” that workers give to the paperwork required by ISO.

The first two groups of stories are about Non-Conformance Re-
ports (NCRs) and the paperwork required for Research and Develop-
ment products. Both reflect the dilemma caused by quality systems
like ISO where the very documentation that workers are engaged in
can be used against them. Jackson (2000) notes that through these
kinds of literacy practices workers “participate in policing their own
work, by providing the evidence which may be used against them by
their superiors” (p. 8). The third group of stories describes the pro-
cess for implementing a new checklist in the Warp Room, and the last
is about workers’ own writings that help them do their work. All four
types of stories show that workers have different interpretations or
“local meanings” for these four aspects of paperwork other than the
official meaning. In all of the stories, why the documentation does or
doesn’t get completed requires a complex understanding of power re-
lations and social relationships, the value placed on production
work, and how work is organized according to the ISO requirements.
Although the stories travel along different roads, there are clearly
places where local meanings come together.

NCRS: WRITING PEOPLE UP OR WRITING INFORMATION DOWN?

When I ask one of the employees from the quality department what he
would tell somebody like me who doesn’t know much about ISO 9001,
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he says, “Be prepared for a lot of paperwork.” When I ask if he can tell
me about that paperwork, he says:

It’s basically just documentation of every process … basically every little
thing that you do within the plant starting from the time the product co-
mes in the door to testing it in the lab, to processing it in twisting. Right
down to the end, to the shipping out the door. And which also includes
checklists, Non-Conformances, Standard Operating Procedures. It goes
on and on, and on.

I am soon introduced to the Non-Conformance Report (NCR), a re-
quirement of the ISO Standards. The concept of non-conformance
means that something is wrong and that it needs to be fixed. Examples
of non-conforming situations might include the wrong yarn being sent
by a supplier, fabric that is not completed to specifications, or paper-
work that has been entered into the computer incorrectly. The NCR is
used by everyone in the company, from operators on the plant floor
through to customer service representatives, front office staff and
managers to document these non-conforming situations as part of the
company’s quality procedures.

The NCR report is one page long. The person completing the form
must fill in the non-conforming source, identifying characteristics like
the part number, the process where the non-conformance happened,
the quantity of product affected, a description of the non-conformance,
immediate correction action, and whether the problem can be re-
paired, reclassified or the product scrapped. The supervisor, the qual-
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ity coordinator, and the person initiating the non-conformance must
sign this form. In cases where the non-conformance means the prod-
uct must be scrapped, the quality coordinator calculates the cost and
records it on the form. She presents all the non-conformances at the
daily production and senior managers’ meetings.

I learn over my 6 months at the site that whether one completes an
NCR is a bigger and more complicated picture than just knowing the
mechanics of reading and writing. Completing NCRs also includes
comfort level with the degree of risk or blame, and the time required in
completing the report. This is tied up in how one deals with contradic-
tory messages about paperwork from managers.

I learn that completing an NCR requires a complex and astute un-
derstanding of the power and social relationships at the workplace. I
discover that although there are overlaps in managers’ and workers’
understanding of the purpose and the problems with NCRs, there are
some quite clear distinctions between them.

MANAGERS’ POINTS OF VIEW

Managers view the NCR as a useful tool to help people monitor their jobs
by documenting things that are wrong and need to be fixed as part of a
Continuous Improvement process. One of their concerns is that these
reports do not always get completed or get completed in as much detail
as required; people do not take the time to write down what is wrong.
When I ask one of the production managers why that is, I am given a host
of reasons. I am told that people are shy about putting their opinions on
paper and that they will talk about problems but they rarely want to
write it down and make it formal. They could be nervous about writing
the wrong thing or it could be “a confidence thing.” I am also told that
some people do not have English as their first language. Managers also
say that some people might be scared about their handwriting or spell-
ing. Later on I learn about a potential communications course that will
be offered to all employees. Part of the course will include a module on
how to complete NCRs properly. Although managers interpret the NCR
problem as something needing to be addressed by training, stories from
the workers’ point of view show quite different interpretations of why
they are not completing NCRs the way managers want.

WORKERS’ POINTS OF VIEW

Workers give some of the same reasons as managers for reports not be-
ing completed or detailed. However, observation and careful attention to
conversations with workers shows they give other meanings to NCRs.

The language that plant floor workers use to describe the process of
completing NCRs reveals they believe the forms have a different purpose
than managers say they do. Terms like “writing me up,” “writing them
up” and “against me” abound in discussions about NCRs. This language
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reflects the terminology that is normally used to describe written disci-
plinary procedures or warnings that go into people’s administrative
files. This language reflects the self-policing implications of the docu-
mentation requirements of systems like ISO (Jackson, 2000).

Stories and conversations with people indicate that you could get
“written up” by a superior but that you could potentially write up a
co-worker or they you using an NCR. Some production workers (those
who have a sense of power and security) “write people up” to get prob-
lems resolved even with a person from the office. But people also write
NCRs to protect themselves.

The stories that follow reveal these conflicting meanings of NCRs
within the workplace. They clearly show that whether people write
NCRs is not just about skill level.

Using NCRs to Get Things Done

I hear the first story about NCRs early in my data collection from
Janet, one of the quality coordinators who works in the lab. One Fri-
day Ted, one of the shipper/receivers, calls the lab and says, “The
yarn is in, it needs to be tested.” But it doesn’t get tested then, and Ted
calls the lab again on Monday morning. Cameron, an employee in the
quality department who normally does the testing, is busy with some-
thing else. So Ted writes an NCR saying the yarn has been sitting for
more than 24 hours.

Janet tells me this is not really a non-conformance in that “nowhere
in our procedures does it say that yarn has to be tested within 24
hours.” This is Ted’s way of trying to get something done. Rather than
communicating to someone in the lab that he doesn’t have a lot of room
back there or that he needs the boxes moved out of the holding area so
he can put some other stuff there, he writes up an NCR. As Janet ex-
plains, “Cameron gets on the defensive and says, ‘Oh well, I’ll find
something to write him up on.’ When the yarn is tested, Ted isn’t print-
ing tickets up on time. And so it works both ways.” Janet thinks this
was just Ted’s way of getting things done, but that he should have used
other channels because writing the NCR wasn’t effective. When I ask
why it wasn’t effective, Janet tells me that “people’s feathers were ruf-
fled and people [i.e., Cameron] took it the wrong way even though it
wasn’t done out of badness.”

Subsequent conversations with Ted indicate he writes NCRs on peo-
ple because communicating through normal channels about problems
doesn’t get things done. “Writing NCRs is the only way to get things
done and the only way people will learn.” Ted is a long-term employee
and a recognized informal leader among the workers. Although he says
he has no fear of writing people up, he acknowledges that other people
don’t want to write NCRs because they don’t want to get people into
trouble.
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Ted makes two very important points. His legitimate frustration
about not having enough room in the holding area and his status in the
plant allow him to use the NCR the way he does without fear of major
repercussions. In some ways, one might applaud it as a creative strat-
egy to get work done. However, in situations such as the next story,
workers are clearly concerned about not completing an NCR to main-
tain good working relations with their co-workers on whom they de-
pend—or conversely, completing a form that will ensure that they do
not get blamed for a mistake.

Protecting a Co-Worker

This brief story takes place in the Yarn Preparation Department with Ka-
ren. Her story exemplifies Ted’s point that people don’t write NCRs be-
cause they don’t want to get their co-workers into trouble. Karen tells me
that one time she noticed her reed was dirty, a situation that requires an
NCR because someone should have cleaned it. She did not write an NCR
because she didn’t want to get anyone in the Weave Room into trouble.
But she says the funny thing is that one of the “fixers” (mechanics) in the
Weave Room noticed the dirty reed and he wrote her up, even though he
was the one who should have cleaned the equipment in the first place!

Protecting Oneself

When I spend time with Barb, a worker in Finishing and Inspection
who examines fabrics, she tells me that they have a new log for writing
details about NCRs. It is a whole page for writing comments. She says it
is true that people do not want to write NCRs, especially in the Weave
Room. But she tells me, “I want to write them because the customer
will come back on me.” She also tells me that she writes NCRs on prob-
lems from the Weave Room where an NCR should have been written.
She says, “In the NCR, I say that an NCR wasn’t done. The supervisor
should talk to her people because it keeps happening. Maybe she
thinks that NCRs from her department will look bad on her.” In her job
in Inspection, Barb clearly sees writing NCRs as a way of protecting
herself from blame, even if it means pinpointing a problem from an-
other department. Although she writes them in exactly the way in-
tended by managers, she does it to protect her own interests. This
story also shows that even supervisors might want to protect them-
selves from blame. It shows their relative lack of power and how they
can also be vulnerable. According to Barb, “It is not good to be seen as
having too many NCRs from your department.”

Getting Back at Co-Workers

This fourth NCR story centers around a different worker, Mary, from
Inspection and Finishing, who feels that Wendy, a Lab worker, has un-
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fairly singled her out for mistakes. In the hierarchy of the workplace, it
is clear that a worker from the Lab has more status than a production
worker on the floor. Mary also tells me that “the Lab is a clique and that
their attitude is not pleasant. You feel that they are talking about you
when you go in and will again when you leave.”

Several days later after this conversation, I go to a team meeting with
Mary’s group. One of Mary’s supervisors, Ross, facilitates the meeting.
In the meeting Ross brings up a mistake brought to him by Wendy. He
doesn’t mention names, but it is clear to Mary that Wendy is accusing
her when she interjects: “She brought it up again? I did it again?” Ross
sidesteps her question and reminds everyone to be diligent in doing
things correctly. Mary interrupts Ross by saying, “Yeah, because I have
a couple of things that maybe I should just write her up and start send-
ing e-mails now. Was that me?”

Several weeks later, I follow up with Ross about the conversation in
the team meeting. He tells me that people think that Wendy is at fault,
but Ross thinks there is human error on both sides. He tells me that
when Mary and her co-workers make mistakes, Wendy berates them,
but when Wendy makes a mistake nothing happens, which is why Mary
was saying she wants to write up an NCR on Wendy. He adds, “The idea
of the NCR is to solve quality problems, not petty problems.” When I
ask Ross why people talk about writing people up, Ross says, “It’s a
written document. People think it’s a black mark against them and
think that senior management scours them [the NCRs] to find out who
did mistakes. It’s written and it’s permanent.” Ross understands the
power of documentation and the potential blame that can be associ-
ated with it.

NCRs for the Month of March

I spend an hour one day going over a month’s worth of NCRs with Jack,
a Quality Coordinator, to better understand what people write about
and to shed more light on the question of why people complete NCRs
and why they don’t. I am not able to do this until close to the end of my
time at Texco. I find that this conversation is consistent with the con-
tradictions and different local meanings that I have discovered
through workers’ stories. I also notice that although there are errors in
grammar, spelling, and sentence structure in some of the reports, they
don’t seem to interfere with the message the writer of the NCR is trying
to get across.

I find out that there are already 67 NCRs for the end of March. I learn
through my time at the site that there is a tension around the numbers of
NCRs being completed. On one hand, it is a good thing that people are
completing NCRs because the problems are being documented, and on
the other hand I learn that there are rewards, like theater tickets, for hav-
ing no NCRs for a whole month. This seems to me to be contradictory.
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Jack tells me that a lot of the NCRs stem from the Weave Room.
When I ask why, he tells me that there are more opportunities for prob-
lems in the Weave Room because there are many products running on
many looms. I have also learned through my time at the site that al-
though a problem may require an NCR in the weaving process, the ac-
tual source of the problem may have originated from another process.
Jack tells me that when Texco first got ISO certified, people did not
write an NCR for smashes. A smash happens when more than 10 ends
of the fabric break at the back of the loom. They would say, “Oh this is
all in a day’s work.” But now people are writing down smashes so that
Texco can track the root cause of the problem. Jack tells me that some-
times it can take a weaver hours to untangle the ends and retie them.
Eleven smashes have been recorded so far in March. As we flip through
the NCRs for the month of March, I am struck by the fact that there are
lots of NCRs from the Weave Room, that others originate with the yarn
supplier, and still others reside with outside finishers. Still others
from different areas clearly show that the problem recorded on the
NCR originated with the work of the person who completed the NCR.

What I observe with the NCRs I look at is that in many cases the de-
gree of risk or blame for the writer is minimal. For example, smashes
are “all in a day’s work” for this kind of operation, even though there is
a push to find the root cause and minimize them. In addition, there are
lots of reasons why smashes occur, many of which have little to do with
the weaver. It is also safe to write about outside suppliers and finish-
ers. In one case it appeared that an NCR had occurred because the
writer had forgotten to do something. I knew that in this case the per-
son was well respected by managers and the only person who could do
the particular job—a job that no-one wanted to do and that was often
difficult. Therefore, I saw the risk of blame to this person as minimal.

I ask Jack about the kind of language that I have heard on the floor,
such as “writing people up.” Jack says, “That’s funny because they
don’t write a particular person up, but they write it in such a way that
you know who it is. They write it in terms of ‘this process wasn’t done
because this ticket wasn’t written or printed properly.’ Then you can
narrow it down to who it is.” Jack makes explicit the hidden implica-
tion for blame in completing an NCR that shows up in the workers’ sto-
ries about NCRs.

Summing up the NCR Stories

All the people in the NCR stories clearly understand the risks and ben-
efits of the “writing me up game” with NCRs. Although none of the
workers in the stories is using NCRs exactly according to managers’ in-
tentions, each worker’s literate practice is different.

Ted writes up issues that are not “true” non-conformances to deal
with his frustration in not getting things done through other channels.
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Karen doesn’t write one to preserve her relationship with a co-worker,
who then writes one against her to protect himself. Wendy writes up
Mary, and Mary would like to write up Wendy to get back at her for past
injustices, but doesn’t. In the hierarchy at this workplace, Wendy in the
Lab—part of the front office—has more status and power than Mary.
Barb always writes NCRs to protect herself from blame with customers
and hence with managers, even if it means pointing the finger at an-
other department.

These findings about the meanings-in-use of NCRs allow me to re-
flect on my role as a workplace educator. My experience as a re-
searcher confirms my previous experience as an educator about the
complexities of identifying a cause for why people do not engage in re-
quired literacy practices at work, and the fallacy of not exploring the
social context (through the input of all interest groups) for all angles on
the situation. However, it is the first time I have actually seen the com-
plexities unfold layer by layer, right before my eyes. It is powerful to see
something as simple as filling in a one-page form embedded in the
complex dynamics of power and social relationships at the workplace.
These experiences as a researcher encourage and sharpen my under-
standing as an educator to continue to expand my facilitative role in the
workplace beyond just educational programs. New insights from the
research give me ways to assist workplaces by coming up with strate-
gies to address issues and rocky places around literacy practices.
True, some people could benefit from improved writing skills and the
procedures for completing forms. However, taking only this approach
would fail to consider other underlying reasons for why people choose
not to engage in this literacy practice.

R&D: “DOING EXACTLY WHAT THE PAPERWORK SAYS”

The following story examines why workers do or do not participate in
completing the documentation required for Research and Develop-
ment (R&D).

During my 6 months at Texco, I discover that there is a lot of paper-
work that goes with new R&D products. In one instance, I count 14
pieces of paperwork in a red folder that signifies an R&D product. Vari-
ous managers tell me that there are three major purposes of such pa-
perwork. It is a requirement for ISO, but it also “makes sure that the
operators doing the work really understand what they are trying to do
from beginning to end.” The third purpose is for operators to provide
very specific details on what is working and what isn’t. One manager
tells me that “in most cases we are going to ask them to do something
different from what they do every day.” “The process is very open,” I
hear from another. Although there is a framework for running any new
product, the expectation is that operators will use their expertise to de-
termine whether something will work, and provide written feedback.
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The operators’ completed documentation also provides a guide for
set-ups when the product is transferred over to manufacturing. The
process for handing over R&D projects to manufacturing is well de-
fined. One of the engineers, Harold, looks over all the comments and
feedback and transfers the different set-ups for running the product to
a manufacturing form. When the fabric is run in manufacturing, it is
initially inspected and in many cases receives ongoing visual inspec-
tion to make sure it is running properly.

One of the recurring themes that I hear from managers throughout
my time at Texco is the fact that people do not complete the paperwork
in enough detail when there is a test run of a new fabric. The Plant Man-
ager explains that when they make a brand-new product they don’t
know how it’s is going to perform. They have an idea about how it will
run through the equipment, but they always ask for feedback. He
notes, “So there’s paperwork for each department with an area for
what has to be done and then [an area] for comments.” The Plant Man-
ager tells me, “It is rare that we get good comments from the operators
that are doing the job … it’s always something is ‘OK.’ ‘OK’ doesn’t tell
you a great deal except it was okay. But if you did it again the next per-
son’s ‘OK’ might be ‘well, it wasn’t so good.’” He describes why he
thinks people might not do the paperwork:

I think it’s a bit of nervousness. They don’t want to say everything was
great in case later on it’s found that it isn’t so great. And I say, “Well, why
did you write that?” So it’s a confidence thing; some of it’s English as a
second language and some of it’s people are scared that their writing is
kind of scribbley or, you know, unreadable or their spelling is bad, that’s
part of it.

These are familiar explanations, but I am curious to get a fuller pic-
ture on why people do not provide more details on R&D paperwork. It
is not until the end of the data collection period that I spiral deeper and
deeper to gain a more complete understanding of the issues, the com-
plexities and contradictions around R&D paperwork.

The General Meeting on R&D

The third general employee meeting I attend while I am at the site is run
by one of the senior managers, Raymond. This particular meeting fo-
cuses on the importance of R&D to the business, and the importance of
paperwork to R&D.

The general meeting is held in the lunchroom. It is crowded, and
people are standing as well as sitting, contributing to the hum of voices
and the feeling of anticipation. An overhead project and a screen are set
up at the front of the room. The meeting begins with the president in-
troducing Raymond and the purpose of the meeting, which is to focus
on the importance of R&D to the company. Throughout his presenta-
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tion, Raymond uses overheads to make his points. Closer to the end of
the presentation he shows actual products made by the company.

He begins: “Only 16 out of the first 100 businesses that were in busi-
ness a hundred years ago are still in business today. Why is that?” He
then responds to his own question, “They weren’t making products …
the products were obsolete.”

A discussion follows about companies and products that became
obsolete and why companies like Dictaphone went out of business.
Raymond emphasizes that R&D’s business is to make these new prod-
ucts, to ensure that Texco is changing and up-to-date. “Change is hard,
but it is part of life. Change is essential for business.”

Then he goes through the different products and materials that are
made at Texco. As he talks about the products, he shows people the
items. He also talks about the process of R&D and how long it takes to
get the right product. You have to make many attempts, and it’s not al-
ways easy. “But one should not give up,” he says. “Look at the results.”

At the end of the presentation, Raymond asks people to write their
comments on the R&D paperwork, even though he acknowledges it is
tedious. He talks about the importance of their comments for running
the orders later. “If all the proper set-ups are not written down, people
will forget because of the length of time between the R&D and the cus-
tomer orders.” Brendon, the VP of Manufacturing, also emphasizes the
need for paperwork at the meeting. Everything that has come before in
this presentation has set the stage for convincing people to be more dil-
igent in completing the R&D paperwork. This is confirmed later in my
conversation with Brendon after the meeting.

Throughout this meeting, I ponder how its message plays out in ev-
eryday life. How does everyday work practice encourage or discourage
operators to fill out the paperwork when they are working with R&D
samples? Is just telling people more about the big picture of R&D and
about the finished products enough to encourage operators to engage
in the paperwork?

Later, I talk to Brendon about the purpose of this meeting. I ask him
his sense of what people got out the meeting. He tells me that people
like to hear about what’s interesting. If you can give them something in-
teresting at the same time you ask for something, you might get what
you ask for. He thinks that people like to get information about where
Texco’s products go and what’s involved. What managers wanted to get
out of this meeting was to get people to “write stuff down” about run-
ning the product: “their thoughts, comments and helpful hints,” be-
cause different people may be running the product 9 months away. He
adds that Raymond’s presentation was supposed to spur people on to
do more work, think more and ask more questions about the end
product. The idea was, according to Brendon, that if people have more
information about why things are being done, like the end product,
they will be able to add their value. If they don’t know why, they can’t
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help. His feeling is that people don’t have enough information about
where a product is going and tend to focus on the immediate task at
hand. Then they do exactly what the paperwork says rather than write
“this would be a good idea” or “try that.”

I like this emphasis on understanding. But I find myself thinking
that it only partly reflects what is going on. Differences in power, privi-
leges and pay also contribute to why workers do not get as involved in
the process of making products as managers hope. The idea of getting
people’s opinions during the R&D process might directly contradict
the standardized procedures they are supposed to follow when they
are making regular products. “Doing exactly what the paperwork says”
is what they are supposed to do. On one hand, the company wants the
operators’ creativity, but on the other hand it wants them to religiously
follow written SOPS and set-ups required by ISO for regular manufac-
turing products. This makes the problem of not writing information
down more complicated than Brendon thinks. As illustrated in the fol-
lowing stories, the reasons people do not write their ideas down are
multiple and complex, just as they were in the case of NCRs. The very
nature of the ISO quality program stifles the creativity, input, and
imagination that managers want workers to use in the R&D process. It
is one of several major contradictions that we learn more about next.

Managers’ Perspectives on R&D Paperwork

I hear a consistent message from managers that operators need to im-
prove the level of detail in their written feedback when R&D products
are run. They have lots of views about why this doesn’t happen. Some
managers say that operators often don’t get enough of the big picture:
what the product is supposed to be used for or what it is supposed to
do. They say operators are focused on the technical set-up for the prod-
uct: the width, the ends, the number of pics, and so on. They are not
thinking that the product is going to be a snowboard or skis. According
to managers, they think: “I’m going to do exactly what the paperwork
says rather than write ‘This would be a good idea’ or ‘Try this.’” I also
hear that often people don’t take time to read all the information.

According to one manager:

They feel they’re too busy, that they have other things to do. So they don’t
want to be perceived as stopping and just reading, except that’s what you
want them to do when they are doing R&D.… They think they know pro-
duction because they’ve done it before and it’s a lot more routine and eas-
ier to do. When it comes to [R&D] paperwork, it’s stop and [change]
modes. You know, go from this “have to be efficient” mode to this “have to
be thinking, reading and writing” mode.

This manager clearly understands the opposing expectations the
company demands of people through the ISO systems. However, he
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doesn’t acknowledge this as a major problem for workers, in terms of
expecting them to be creative and thoughtful when they do R & D pa-
perwork, but to pay attention to standardized procedures and paper-
work for regular manufacturing products.

Ironically, one of the other managers has this to tell me about the
R&D paperwork:

… like I said in the beginning, the paperwork is absolutely essential be-
cause the fabric is still in the design stage. But it’s pretty time-consuming
and in some ways cumbersome in that we have to really cover everything
in the paperwork. We cannot assume that people will use their imagina-
tion or their intelligence. It’s [the paperwork] almost like “stupidity-
proof,” and that is sometimes frustrating because we thought that people
should be able to anticipate what they’ve been doing [because they have
been] weaving for a long time in most cases. So there is a lot of details we
have to cover and it’s really time-consuming.

I find these comments contradictory for a number of reasons. First,
this manager acknowledges the time it takes to do the paperwork. Sec-
ond, although he says he wants feedback on how things are running
from operators, his use of a phrase like “stupidity-proof” suggests he
holds a low opinion of their capabilities and holds them responsible
for the fact that there has to be so much paperwork.

Reasons such as fear of being blamed for a mistake, not under-
standing the “big picture,” and conflicting expectations seem to con-
tribute to why people don’t complete the R&D paperwork in more
detail. But I sense there are still deeper contradictions around manag-
ers’ expectations.

Managers are aware on some level of the policing aspect of the R&D
paperwork, as revealed through workers’ comments about how a sam-
ple run could get them into trouble later. But I saw no indication that
they are aware of the deep ramifications that this self-policing process
could have on operators’ consistent lack of detail in R&D paperwork.

They are also aware that operators work with R&D samples under a
different set of expectations than those required to run regular prod-
ucts. However, both managers I talk to fail to consider how this contra-
diction in expectations contributes to the problem of resistance to
paperwork. Sometimes workers are meant to be efficient, productive,
and not spend too much time reading; other times they are supposed
to switch to being creative, thinking and literate. These opposing ex-
pectations clash with full force.

A View From the Quality Department:
Albert’s Perspective on R&D Paperwork

Albert is an employee who works in the Quality Department. He has his
own theories about why people do not complete R&D paperwork. He

86 2. Paperwork as the Lifeblood of Quality



tells me that before the new ownership, documentation took place on
an ad hoc basis:

There was no formal way of doing it. Quite often what would happen is that
we would run a sample and some records were taken, but there was little
about machinery set-up and things like that. A lot was not recorded, and
you never knew who was recording what. Now it’s more formally docu-
mented. There’s still work to be done, but it’s improving all the time.

He tells me that communication between R&D and the shop floor
needs to be improved. Albert says that improperly completed paper-
work has to do with language problems, cultural differences, and doc-
uments that are too technical for people to understand, which makes it
too hard for them to know what to record. He thinks that when two or
three operators are working on a project, they may leave it to the others
to take responsibility. He also says that it could be an issue of forgetting
or lack of discipline. Albert puts the reasons for the problem of poorly
completed R&D paperwork primarily on the shoulders of the operator.
But he also suggests that some problems may exist with how R&D de-
signs the paperwork, an idea I have not heard before. This makes me
even more curious about the larger complexities and contradictions.

Sandy’s Story on Circumventing R&D Documentation

I get a different picture through conversations and stories from some of
the production workers. Sandy works in Finishing and Inspection.
When I am with her on the floor, she tells me, “They say paperwork is
more important than production, but when it comes to the crunch, no.”
She tells me that the supervisors will get on the bandwagon about pa-
perwork until someone needs something right away. Then the supervi-
sors or someone from R&D want to cut 500 meters without a Finishing
Order—that is, without the proper paperwork required under ISO.

She explains that she can get a call from a supervisor to do a “rush”
for R&D. “Larry will ask you to cut it without the paperwork and then
he will come back on you and say ‘Why did you do it?’” She says, “Su-
pervisors are covered, but we are damned if we do and damned if we
don’t!” They want to do it without paperwork because they want to get a
sample out to the customer fast. She tells me that in team meetings
they are told not to touch anything that doesn’t have paperwork. “For a
month we are told not we can’t do anything for R&D without paper-
work. Then Larry says ‘just do this and I will cover you.’ Sally calls
down and says just do this and this. But then they will get back on the
bandwagon again because perhaps Brendon gets after people.” When I
ask Sandy why this happens she tells me that “R&D has hot new items
they want to get out to the customers in a hurry.” She adds, “But it only
takes a couple of seconds to do a work order.”
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This is one of several stories I hear about R&D circumventing paper-
work or documentation required by ISO. Although there is a great de-
sire for operators to complete R&D paperwork, some staff from R&D
do not appear to respect the need to do so themselves—another reason
why operators may be reluctant to do it.

Tom’s Frustrations: Experience Silenced

I spend an evening in Yarn Preparation working with Tom, an operator.
He tells me he works for Texco because he likes the people. Before
Texco, he worked at a place where he made more money, but where
managers did not “talk nice.” He tells me that he “talks straight,” and
that he has gotten into trouble for saying what is on his mind. Some-
times he has ideas for how things might be run in a different way, and
says he always talks about it before he runs something. He also tells me
that “people with a lot of experience will be told to run something in a
certain way, when they will know that it would run better in a different
way. But they won’t say anything until the first way fails.” I ask Tom why.
He tells me, “Giving input is not something that is valued or welcomed.”

He goes on to say that people do not sign off on the R&D work and do
not want to fill in the paperwork: “People are frustrated and fed up that
their paperwork is not valued. So not signing it or not doing it is a quiet
sign of resistance.” He tells me that people make suggestions for
changes on the R&D work, but then the product comes back the next
time with none of the changes made. He also says that “when new
things are run, experienced people are never consulted.”

Tom tells me that people are “pissed off” that their experience and
knowledge are not utilized. When I ask him why this is, he tells me that
he believes some managers and supervisors need to think they are
more important than their subordinates. He comments, “If you make
your subordinates bigger and smarter than you, they will take care of
your work and you can just sit on the chair.” Tom seems to be saying
that if managers and supervisors would trust and use the expertise of
their employees, the work, including the paperwork, would get done
without as many problems.

R&D Paperwork: Conclusions

There are many reasons why the R&D paperwork is not being com-
pleted with the detail required by managers. However, I do not believe
that the main reasons are because workers do not understand the
“big picture” or that they are have poor writing skills. And I emphati-
cally do not believe it is because they lack initiative, leadership skills
or ability.

Poorly completed paperwork has more to do with contradictions
that work in at least three major ways. One is between the different ex-
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pectations set out by the ISO standards for Manufacturing and R&D
work. A second contradiction is that their written feedback on R&D
products can be used against them, a fact that some managers ac-
knowledge. The final contradiction is between managers’ requests for
creativity and feedback, and their failure to pay attention to the feed-
back they do get or to believe that workers are capable of it. Some man-
agers do not seem to truly value workers’ feedback or their experience
as operators. This shows up in stories from all levels of the workplace.
The stakes are clearly high. Operators’ very words can be held against
them at a later date. And because they have the least amount of power
in the workplace hierarchy, they can be blamed when they break these
rules at the request of those with more status and power. Yet at the
same time they are expected to faithfully do the paperwork for the
same department that demanded that they break the rules.

CHECKLISTS: THE NEW FORM FOR WARPER SET-UP

This next group of stories focuses on a revised checklist for setting up a
product on the warper. Remember that warping is a separate process
that prepares the yarn for weaving by ensuring that the required num-
ber of ends for the product being made are of the same length and the
same tension. Every product at Texco has to be warped. Generally,
there are two operators working on the warping process at a time.

A new checklist has been designed by the Quality Department to ad-
dress mistakes that have been made in the warping process. It serves
different interests and gives rise to different meanings for those who
designed it and those who have to use it. I have been fortunate to ob-
serve the implementation of the new warp set-up checklist over a num-
ber of weeks. One of the quality coordinators says it is easier for the
operators than the old one and that its purpose is to prevent mistakes.
The workers I talk to do not like it at all because they say it takes more
time before actual production, and more time away from production.

From the Workers’ Point of View

I observe that although workers could fill in the old checklist while the
Warper was rotating, they must use the new checklist before starting
the machine, while they do the product set-up on the computer. Each
time operators check a function on the computer (like customer order
number, product number, width, number of sections, width of each
section, number of ends, and so on), they must check it off on the new
checklist. However, not only does this take more time to do (because
they have to do it “up front,”) but it is also confusing because the list of
items on the computer set-up are not in the same order as those on the
check list. (In the original version of this revised checklist, not only did
operators have to complete the list before they started, but then they
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also had to find someone else to go through the checklist with them to
check it a second time. The idea is that a second person was needed to
prevent mistakes. Apparently, this was abandoned.)

The new checklist has been developed without operators’ input, by peo-
ple who do not do the job. The operators view it as a clear assessment of
their own incompetence. One of the operators tells me that if she “doesn’t
know her job after all this time, then something is wrong.” When I ask if
they had input into the design of the new checklist, I am given a withering
look. “Get real. Where would you get such an idea?” one worker says. “Yes
… we tell them what we don’t like, but they still make us do it.”

I find it curious that the Quality Coordinators who have designed the
new checklist think it is easier and it saves time, when watching the op-
erators shows it actually takes more. And it is precious time in an envi-
ronment where the work on the floor often seems to be valued over
paperwork. Operators are expected to do the paperwork, but they are
not supposed to take any extra time to do it. The environment they are
working does not empower them or use their input. Their expertise is
not valued (they are not asked to solve the problem) and their compe-
tence is questioned (initially they not only had to complete a checklist
designed by someone else, they also had to have someone else check
their work).

Some have found solutions by doing the paperwork efficiently while
the warper is running. This way they do double duty without losing
time, even though technically they are supposed to complete the form
as they complete each part of the process.

At the same time, it’s clear that the old form was not really useful.
Copying information from one piece of paper to fill in the blanks on an-
other form is not helpful. I see the logic of the story from the Quality De-
partment’s point of view. However, the issue that is central to this story
has more to do with actual literacy practices in use and how they are
connected to issues of empowerment, control over one’s work, and ini-
tiative. It is about who gets their suggestions taken up. I see a clear dif-
ference between the managers’ stated values and vision about
empowerment and initiative and what sometimes happens on the fac-
tory floor as illustrated through this story. It reflects the ongoing risks
and disappointments workers can experience in taking initiative with
paperwork or literacy practices. It is a story about who gets to exercise
power in these practices, and it is a story about workers feeling “kept in
their place.”

Two things tend to happen when the operators use the new check-
list. The operator either checks everything off when the warp is fin-
ished, or gets confused and checks off the wrong items because they
are not in the same order as the set-up on the computer screen. Kerri,
one of the operators, says that the new checklist doesn’t work anyway
because there are only a few things that she changes each time. She
says she could see doing the checklist for a new product, but not ones
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they run all the time. She always “scans the specs [on the computer]
twice with special attention to the things she changes.”

I can see why the operators might want to check the list off later. They
don’t see a good reason for doing it while they do the set-up, and they have
no ownership of it. All they know is that it is not going to benefit them to
take more time to do their production work in this environment.

Another requirement of both old and new checklists is that opera-
tors have to put down the time it takes to do the different parts of warp-
ing, like loading the creel, tying knots, pulling knots and putting the
yarn through the reed, doing the warp and beaming it off. I observed
and later was told by an operator that this can be difficult because
more than one person will do a task, people go back and forth between
tasks, or some of the tasks are done by a previous shift. This makes it
very difficult to accurately note the amount of time taken to do the
tasks. Managers say they need this information for scheduling pur-
poses, to determine how long it will take to do a warp for a particular
product.

A Quality Coordinator’s Perspective

I talk to one of the Quality Coordinators and several other employees in
the Quality Department about the checklist. Peter tells me that the old
checklist was revised to “make it easier for the operators.” He explains
that the previous procedures for checking the set-up were not working.
He tells me that “everyone makes mistakes, can forget and that it is im-
portant to have someone else confirm what they have done is correct.”
The implication is that the revised checklists ask operators to both go
through the list individually, then to get it checked by another operator
to help them avoid making a mistake. Peter tells me that he and other
internal auditors will be inspecting operators at random, picking some
items on the checklist to see if they have been set up properly.

Janet, one of the Quality Coordinators, tells me that the old check-
list had a lot of blank spaces, that it wasn’t being used effectively, and
that it was more time-consuming. She says that operators were just
transferring information to them that was written elsewhere. She says
that basically the same information is on the new checklist, but just in
a different way. “They don’t really have to write it down. The check list
is for them to double check their work.” She says that operators don’t
need to write the information down again, that they just need to see if
they have punched things in correctly and check it off on the list. That’s
why it is supposed to be easier for them.

I ask Janet how people have reacted to the new form. She explains
that initially there was a lot of resistance because operators didn’t un-
derstand that the purpose of the new form was to save time and be eas-
ier to complete. Janet says that because they are now able to use a
checklist with boxes, they can note things like the cut mark for prod-
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ucts where there had been a recurring number of small mistakes, in
addition to other important things to check that were never included
before. She rejects the view that the new checklist is more difficult for
the operators and takes more time than the old one.

I bring up the question of how difficult operators say it is to calculate
the time it takes to do various tasks required on the checklist. Janet says
that she knows it is difficult, and I ask her about the suggestion in the
team meeting from one of the operators about taking an average. She ex-
plains that this will be a time-consuming task and that she has spoken to
the Plant Manager and Supervisor about it. There is a conflict between the
Supervisor and the Manager about whether it is necessary to write the
time down each time. The Supervisor thinks it is; the Manager doesn’t re-
ally know if they need it. Janet emphasizes to me that it is not her job to
decide. She says, “But I should follow up with him [the Plant Manager] be-
cause if it’s unnecessary and if it’s not going to help us in terms of schedul-
ing, then I need to know that, and that will calm the area down.” She adds
that she thinks it’s hard, but people have to take responsibility for calcu-
lating their own times. I say that I notice that operators are going around
looking for the Warper to report the time they took to do a particular task.
She agrees this is happening, but thinks that it is not up to the Warper to
go and get everyone’s time, and that it is not necessary.

Janet gets to what I think is the crux of the matter when she says, “I
think they [operators] are worried that we are doing it [implementing
the new checklist] to assess how well they do their jobs, but that’s not
how we are using it.” She reiterates the need to have times for schedul-
ing and meeting customer needs. She reemphasizes the fact that peo-
ple think they are being tested for how much time it takes. We end the
conversation with Janet acknowledging that she would like to just av-
erage the time so there would be an end to all this conflict.

Out of curiosity, I ask Kerri what would make a good checklist. She
tells me that a good checklist would be much shorter and only include
those variables that change with each new work order for warping. In a
team meeting that I attend, she also suggests that if the time it takes to
do things is needed for scheduling, why don’t managers take an aver-
age of the time it takes people to do the work? As an aside she tells me,
“If they are taking averages with SPC for everything else, why not for
this, too?” Managers seemed to respond positively to this suggestion,
but 2 weeks later, it hasn’t been taken up. During my time at the site, it
was never resolved.

From the operators’ point of view, the requirement of putting down
the time it takes to do tasks seems like a form of control, and an as-
sessment of how long it takes an individual operator to do things. But
this is full of contradictions. First, because of the nature of how people
work on things—sometimes working together, sometimes not, other
times working on several tasks at once—it is difficult if not impossible
to be accurate about the precise amount of time it takes to do a warp
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from beginning to end. Second, it takes time for the person who is com-
pleting the paperwork to go and ask these other people what their time
was to do some portion of the task.

About a month and a half later, I talk to Peter again. The checklists
still aren’t being filled out in the way they’re supposed to be. He tells me
that quite often “somebody will go through an entire job, they’ll get it
done and then they’ll go to the checklist and check the list off.” He says
that people think it’s too trivial to do it up front, even though it is really
essential to the running of the machine. He says, “They go through it
and say ‘Well, did I do that, yes I did that, did I do this, yes I did.’” He
tells me that waiting until the end to check off the list is a problem of
discipline. When I ask what he means, he says, “Just self-discipline.
Some people are better at it than others. I’m bad that way myself, but
you know, I don’t have to. I am not involved with the actual paperwork
any more. But I’m not a good one for writing and e-mails and stuff like
that. I tend to even leave myself messages to remind myself to do things
and I think a lot of people are the same way.” We talk about whether this
problem of not making the writing a priority is a lack of confidence or a
lack of discipline. Peter says, “In my own case I don’t have a lack of con-
fidence in it, I just have a lack of discipline.” He tells me about a man-
ager who would much rather go to a person and discuss something
with them than write something, and that he tends to be the same way.

I am curious about the contradiction here. It seems to be okay for
staff people and managers to prefer an oral mode of working, but it is
not okay for operators. If people in a leadership position don’t make
writing or paperwork a priority, how can operators be expected to? I
also note that Peter equates everybody else’s reasons for not doing the
paperwork in the way it is intended with his own personal reasons. He
doesn’t seem to see any underlying systemic issues in this situation.

We then move on to talk about the internal audit. I ask Peter to explain
what he would do. He tell me that he might randomly check jobs to make
sure that there are SOPS at the work stations and that he might ask
someone what the SOP is for a particular job to make sure they are fol-
lowing what the paperwork says. I ask him whether he would check how
people are doing set-ups in the Warp or Weave Room as part of the inter-
nal audit process. He confirms that checking sets-ups is something they
are going to start doing. He explains that set-ups and checklists are part
of SOPs. SOPs in the Warp Room include entering data into the com-
puter, checking to see that you have the proper number of ends on a
creel, and that you have selected the proper reed. He tells me:

I can’t wait because I’m going to be auditing, and that’s the exact audit I’m
going to do this month. And that’s the one where we introduced a new
checklist. And I’ve seen instances where it has not been done. We imple-
mented it for a reason and the main reason was because there were quite
a few mistakes. And the whole purpose of implementing it in the form we
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did was to try to eliminate these mistakes. So would you fly on an air-
plane knowing that the pilot hadn’t done his checklist?

It sounds to me like Peter is hoping the audit will catch the operators
in the Warp Room completing their set-up checklist after the fact. His
analogy between using the checklist to ensure that a plane and its pas-
sengers are safe, and following one to set up the warper to run fabric,
shows that he understands the quality discourse primarily from the
perspective of managers.

Summing Up the Checklist Story

These different perspectives on and stories about the new checklist for
set-up in Warping present me with a tangle of different interests, differ-
ent local meanings and people working at cross-purposes. My status
as a participant observer is invaluable to getting a holistic picture of
what’s happening and the contradictions here. I have worked with both
the old and new checklists; I have worked with the operators to ac-
count for the time tasks have taken; I have been in team meetings
where issues about the checklist have been raised.

As a workplace educator, it seems to me that encouraging workers to
engage in a literacy practice such as completing the checklist requires a
different sort of strategy. I envision a meeting where the key players, es-
pecially the operators, are at the table with managers and Quality De-
partment staff who value and respect their expertise. Everyone
discusses the small mistakes that are occurring. Managers ask opera-
tors for their input about how to address this problem. If a new checklist
is the answer, I would expect that the operators would be asked what the
checklist should look like in order for it to work for them. They might
even design a first draft with input from Quality Department staff. Then I
see a period where they would test out the checklist, followed by another
meeting to discuss how it is working. All parties discuss whether the
mistakes have been reduced. Adjustments are made to improve the
checklist further still. And operators do not resist the checklist because
they helped design it themselves, and feel pride and ownership in it. The
mistakes that have been occurring have diminished.

WORKERS’ NOTEBOOKS3

This final group of stories is the flip side of the previous three. It is about
workers taking the initiative to engage in literacy practices beyond the
official requirements for documentation by developing their own note-
books to aid them in their daily work tasks. But these workers are not
rewarded for taking this initiative. In fact, they hide the notebooks from
view, tucking them away in a drawer or a pocket somewhere. At Texco,
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many of the long-term warpers and fixers (mechanics) have created
their own literacies for their own purposes: to have more control over
their work, and to be able to work more safely, more efficiently and more
accurately. They pool their knowledge and experience and share this
among themselves, both verbally and in writing. Understanding how
these literacies are created is important to make visible how workers
gain and share knowledge as a community, and how they maintain some
control over their work in the face of increasing standardization.
Ironically, it is often the long-term employees who most often keep these
notebooks who are frequently accused of being unable to adjust to
change and most in need of better literacy skills. Ironically, too, under
the ISO system these worker notebooks exist as uncontrolled, non-stan-
dard documents, and their use could be considered a non-confor-
mance, especially when the external auditor comes around.

Workers on Their Notebooks

Early on in the research I discover that several workers have their own
spiral notebooks with diagrams, calculations and instructions on how
to perform different work procedures. Although I am very interested in
these notebooks, they seem to me to be private and off limits. It takes
me a long time to ask to look at them at work stations, and then to bor-
row them in order to read them, make notes and finally interview the
workers who created them. One worker, Jerri, has had her notebook
for 15 years, using it when she runs into problems. Co-workers Sam
and Miranda use their notebooks regularly. Other workers also use
these notebooks or have access to the information in them. In one case,
more experienced workers look at the notes and give feedback to the
notebook writer. Jerri tells me that she has designed her notebook
specifically so her co-workers can use it. Her book is neatly laid out in
careful handwriting, divided into sections with the problem or task to
be done outlined in blue and the solution written in red. Miranda’s
book, too, is clearly laid out with headings that describe the task to be
done, followed by the steps to complete the task. The development of
these literacies can, in some cases, strengthen the bonds and relation-
ships among workers or even departments as a community. These
worker literacies are embedded in an informal mentoring process that
exists among them quite separate from, yet still connected to, the ISO
procedures that govern their work.

I am curious about why people go to the trouble to write their own
notes when they could use the manuals. My suspicions are confirmed.
Both Jerri and Sam tell me that it is quicker and easier to refer to their
own notes as opposed to looking something up in the manual.

As an educator, I find this revealing in view of the fact that many
workplace literacy programs would attempt to “teach” participants
document literacy skills so they can read the manual. Although this
may be a realistic goal in some cases, I see other factors to consider.
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First, much of the learning that occurs happens in cooperation and
mentoring among a group of people. Literacy is embedded in this
group process. Second, even when people use literacy to do their work,
as with the worker notebooks, they may see the official form of literacy
(the manual) as inadequate or inefficient.

Jerri says:

When we got the machine in … we each got a manual. And it’s like about
an inch thick. It has a lot of information, and it’s really you know, you
have to sit down and think about what they’re writing … because some-
times it doesn’t make sense when you’re first reading it. So basically what
I did is that I just put together a book so that I wouldn’t have to go in that
big manual every time I needed some information and pull my hair out
trying to find it.

Sam explains it this way:

Yes, it [the information] is in a manual [but] I do it for my own because I
can read my own writing, and there’s less jargon in my book than there is
in a manual. Like for instance, left-hand side, four to five millimeters;
that’s all I need to know. I don’t need to know anything else—right-hand
side three millimeters. That’s all I need to know. I don’t need to know it’s
the distance from here to here because I know where the distance is. That
part of it I know; the three to four to five I don’t know sometimes.

Where Workers Get Information for Their Notebooks

Information that goes into workers’ notebooks sometimes comes from
people, not directly from manuals, spec sheets or other formal docu-
mentation. It is gleaned from more experienced workers and techni-
cians, from supervisors and from workers’ own experience. In fact,
supervisors, process engineers with supervisory responsibilities, and
more experienced employees will provide information or changes to go
into people’s private notebooks. Jerri gets most of her information
from the outside technician for the new warper and from lessons
gained from her own experience with the warper.

Before the technician left, I took it upon myself … and, well, I figured if it’s
for myself, it’s for the other girls, too, at the same time. I questioned
Michelle on a lot of things. How to do this, what do you do when this hap-
pens. Like what I could think of, I questioned her on it, and she gave me
some answers. And another thing, it’s from experience, what happened to
us [during] the first few weeks of working machines, like things that we
learned.

Sam gets his information from more experienced fixers and the pro-
cess engineer. As he puts it, it’s just from people.

It’s from Garrett, it’s from Tom, from Tim, from Alistair. Alistair, he’s so
smart I can’t believe it.… He comes in here … he knows the Dornier
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[type of loom], I grab him anytime I’ve got a problem, so I bustle around
and grab him and say, “Here I can’t get this, it’s not working out right,”
or “Did I do this right?” … [I] always want somebody to check my work.
Because I don’t want to make a mistake that can cause someone else an
injury, you know.

What Managers Think of Worker Notebooks

Sam tells me that managers don’t know he has a notebook—it just has
never come up as a topic of conversation. He does volunteer, however,
that the more experienced fixers look at his notebook and give him
positive feedback. Sam explains:

Garrett [experienced fixer] says it’s a good idea. But Garrett he can re-
member. He has a memory like an elephant, he never forgets. I’ve had
Garrett, I’ve had Tom [experienced fixer] come up and read my notes.
But hey, I’ve got no problem with that, if you see something there that you
know you don’t think it’s right, or you think I should change, by all means
tell me. Because if you don’t, I’m going to make that mistake forever and
ever and ever.

He goes to explain that Garrett has given him positive feedback on
the contents of his notebook. He told Sam, “Oh yeah, that’s good, you
know if it works for you, it works for you. Like all the information is
there.” Sam’s comments indicate he experiences a high level of trust
with these more experienced fixers. As mentors, they contribute posi-
tively to the literacy he is creating to help him learn a new job.

Miranda and Jerri both indicate that supervisors know about their
notebooks. Jerri says that they seem to like them, and that they are al-
ways telling Miranda to put things in her book.

Miranda’s Bilingual Notebook

Miranda’s story is connected not only to the stories of other workers
across our sites, but also to the much larger story of the contradictions
of the new data-driven workplace.

Miranda is one of the first workers I meet and work with at my site.
She works in one of the most high-tech parts of the plant, on a new
computerized warper, where she must enter all the elements of prod-
uct set-up into the computer. She also enters tickets into an AS400
computer system as part of traceability under ISO. An experienced
worker, she has been at this plant for 15 years and in the textile indus-
try for 28. She confides to me that she did not have the opportunity to
go too far in school in Greece and that she finds entering data in the
AS400 computer system difficult. She is one of a small group of
women in the warp room who befriend me while I am at Texco. I spend
many hours working with Miranda as a participant observer over the
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period of several weeks that I am in the Warp Room. While Miranda
teaches me the details of warping, we share stories about families,
learning, school and good food.

Miranda explains to me with enthusiasm that most of the notes in her
notebook are related to how to enter things into the AS400 computer:

You want to know the truth? This is for myself. See, I am not used to com-
puter and stuff and anything I have to use to put though any work orders
and stuff, I need to know which buttons to push through. So I have to
have it, and some of it I don’t know by heart, you know. But sometimes I
get stuck, which is very often and I have to have a book.

I notice that Miranda’s book is an interesting mix of Greek and Eng-
lish. Miranda explains to me that a lot of what she gets for her book is
from one of the supervisors who sometimes speaks too fast. “So I have
written down a little bit of Greek and a little bit of English. So after-
wards I’ll put in English and make it clearer.” The pages of her book are
filled with instructions for using the AS400. The pages are printed in
English with chunks of Greek interspersed. Miranda emphasizes that
she uses her book every day to help enter and transfer tickets and work
orders into the system.

Jerri tells me that under the ISO system, these worker notebooks
count as uncontrolled, non-standard documents. Their use could be
considered a non-conformance, especially when the external auditor
comes around. She explains it this way:

Well because we’re ISO, like so anything that we have in information and
stuff has to be documented and everything. And this isn’t really a docu-
ment, it’s just to help us along when we have problems or something. It’s
not really a document, so that’s why we’re not supposed to advertise our
notebooks.

When I ask her why, she says that it is not a standard way of proceed-
ing. She goes on to tell me that if an auditor saw the book, it would re-
sult in a non-conformance.

Because basically these are kind of like specs, like they’re not specs but
they’re specs. You understand what I’m trying to say. It’s how to do things
like a procedure, so they should be under a procedure, an SOP or under
a spec. They should have a revision number … it should be [an official]
document.

If it is true that using these notes is a violation of ISO standards, it
brings up a remarkable contradiction. Workers are using the program
in their own way. They have developed literacies to help make their own
work easier and less frustrating. In making their own work easier, they
are also meeting managers’ objectives for quality and efficiency. Maybe
this is why I hear that managers turn a blind eye to the notebooks, even
though they might know it is a violation of the ISO standards. The opera-
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tors are told by managers to put their books away when the auditor co-
mes. Herein lies the contradiction. Although workers are pushed to take
initiative and continuously improve in “the new workplace,” they might
actually be penalized for this under a system like ISO by getting a
non-conformance written up about them.

Although Miranda would score low on writing skills according to how
we assess literacy these days, by following some threads of her literacies,
she is highly literate in many respects. She is able to make literacy do
what she wants, to have control over her work and do her work well.

Concluding Thoughts on Workers’ Notebooks

In all of the worksites we researched for this project, there are workers
who use print creatively. That is, they create their own forms, their own
manuals or notebooks to help them with their work. In some instances,
the workers’ documents capture the collective experience of people in a
certain department. They use their own manuals and forms rather than
the standard ones for a variety of reasons. Many point to the inadequacy
of the standard documents to get across information clearly, effectively or
in a way that gives workers a feeling of control over their own jobs. People
construct their own ways of using literacy in their jobs that make sense to
them, but don’t necessarily correspond to the standard. As a result, they
create their own records outside the standard documents. These are the
products of workers on the floor, the same workers who are often charac-
terized in the dominant discussion about literacies and work as the ones
with deficits. These are the stories we often don’t hear.

A starting place for investigation into literacies in the workplace
should assume a rich community of practice that workers like
Miranda engage in to be successful and competent in the new work-
place, rather than assume a lack of literacy skills in isolated individu-
als. As an educator, when I work with companies, I always suggest that
they pay attention to the principles of clear language and design as part
of everyday good writing practice. If I had been a workplace educator at
Texco, I might have recommended that they rewrite certain documents
in clear language for areas where people were using their own note-
books. But as a researcher, I found out the reason people create their
own texts is far more complex than not being able to read and under-
stand manuals. It has more to do with ownership, control and finding a
place to “empower” themselves, regardless of their literacy skills, in
workplace settings where this is becoming increasing difficult to do.

CONCLUSION—BACK TO THE TWO DOORS

In the beginning of the chapter I used the two different entrances for
production workers and for office staff and managers as a metaphor to
talk about the contradictions and dilemmas between of the ideals of
ISO documentation and its lived reality on the plant floor. All of the sto-
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ries from my time at Texco as a researcher revolve around the different
perspectives and interests that the doors represent.

Now I want to use the metaphor of the different entrances to reflect
on what they mean for those for us who are involved in workplace edu-
cation and training. It took me the entire length of my time at Texco to
understand the meanings that the two doors held for thinking about
literacies at work. I learned about both the policies governing the ISO
quality system, the reality of lived experience on the plant floor and the
difference between policy and practice. How does all of this affect my
own practice?

I have always been a strong proponent of careful program planning
through a joint planning process. Based on the different interests that
showed up in my research, I now believe even more strongly in this
joint planning process. However, because I understand a lot more
about the power of systems like ISO and the contradictions and differ-
ent local meanings on the floor, I would ask very different questions in
my front-end consultations with worker-manager committees, while
conducting needs analyses and making recommendations. My ques-
tions now would probe the ideals and the realities of how systems play
out. Whether the project was examining ISO, a Quality Journey, or any
other system in which literacy plays a central role, I would spend more
time looking for meanings below the surface.

In the past, I would have focused more on issues like people’s educa-
tional needs and desires as woven threads within the work culture, but
with less attention to systems. I would now look for contradictions in
those systems. I would be more systematic in my own framework and
thinking. I think that workplaces in the past were reluctant to address
communications or larger systemic issues because as educators we
did not tie them into something that management cared about enough.
That may still be true, even with a better framework and understand-
ing. However, in the New Workplace, managers are required to care
about communication systems because they too are accountable for
making them work.

I can also see that my new knowledge is dangerous. I will always
have to be careful not to ask unwelcome questions that, because of my
inside knowledge, could expose workers and make things worse for
them, or might embarrass or anger managers.

My increased knowledge and understanding about the cycle of risk,
opportunity and blame that workers are exposed to through work-
place literacy practices is a double-edged sword. Increased knowledge
provides greater opportunities to address the trouble spots with these
practices. But on the other hand, it also increases the degree of risk
and blame for everyone involved—including the workplace educator.
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3

Working Life
and Literacies

at The Urban Hotel
Judy Hunter

When I told them I was planning to do my research in a hotel, the
project team warned me that I’d have to change my appearance. I’d
have to start with some new clothes. So when I had my first interview
with the Human Resources Manager at The Urban Hotel, I wore a
matching home-sewn linen skirt and loose jacket, with a pair of rea-
sonably comfortable dress shoes. As I walked through the lobby with
the eyes of a prospective researcher rather than a harried traveler, I re-
alized I was hardly prepared. The Urban employees, besides running
an impressively large hotel, had stepped out of magazine illustrations.
Even with their ethnic diversity, there was a homogeneity in their look,
the kind promoted through the mass media. Their grooming and
makeup were impeccable, their clothes didn’t wrinkle, and their
smiles never faltered. They were youthful, vital, attractive people.
When the Human Resources Manager accepted my proposal, I was de-
lighted. Straight away I headed to a seconds shop on the west side and
bought several outfits, added new makeup and nail polish, and prac-
ticed smiling when I talked. Although I did not yet understand the
deeper identity or the cultural implications of my new look, I could at

101



least blend in while I was learning what it meant to work in a large, big-
city hotel.

My first steps in the project were to introduce myself to the top manag-
ers and get an overview of the hotel history and official corporate image. I
started by interviewing them and then focused on three departments that
they suggested for observing print communication. Since the hotel was so
large, with 800–900 employees, I would not have been able to spend time
in every department. As it happened, I spent most of my time at the front
desk and in housekeeping. I also visited banquet and conference sales
and the café for shorter periods. Altogether I was in the hotel on average 2
days a week from September 1999 to June 2000. Although I felt constant
anxiety about my presence and my ability to fit in inconspicuously, to see
inside people’s working lives and to see how literate activity was interwo-
ven with their jobs, most people were quite accepting of me. They were
used to being shadowed by new employees, and talked to me easily about
their work and what they were doing. Several invited me on their breaks,
and when I got a very short haircut gathered around to touch it. After a few
weeks I caught myself reflecting the hotel’s body language. My posture
and gestures had a new dimension. I began to say “Excellent!” I was on my
way to learning about the complex interweaving of literacies, people and
hotel working life.

THE ORGANIZATION OF CORPORATE SERVICE:
HIERARCHY AND IDENTITIES

Besides the importance of excellence, The Urban Hotel shared many
features of the globalized corporation. The hotel was owned and man-
aged by multinational corporations, with a recent history of merger, ac-
quisition and expansion. In 1998 the chain was bought by another
multinational chain, a new president came on board, and the hotel had
to respond to new policies, new demands for improved quality, and a
new image consistent with the new corporate ownership. Unlike other
companies in similar situations, the hotel was not being restructured.
At the time I visited, the changes mostly involved cosmetic modifica-
tions to the logo and the building, and an increased pressure to com-
pete successfully. Since the mid-’90s, as the managers told me, various
changes had emanated from head office, ranging from a Continuous
Quality Improvement program to redesigned logos. Quality improve-
ment, customer service, and worker empowerment marked the hotel
as a member of “the new workplace.”

The hotel also saw itself as a responsible corporate community
member. It sponsored charities. It bought an artist-decorated moose
statue1; it regularly involved employees in charity bicycling and other
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events. Likewise, it saw itself as an employee supporter. At Christmas
it sponsored an employee party and a Santa Claus party for employees’
children. It offered guaranteed in-house training of 12 hours a year for
each employee.

Another feature of the new workplace was the flattened hierarchy.2

But the hotel was noticeably hierarchical in work responsibilities,
privileges and workers’ appearances. The hierarchy could be set in
roughly three categories: Directors, managers and assistant managers
made decisions, formally evaluated and supervised others and
“owned” various responsibilities for the work done in their depart-
ments. They generally decided what was written versus what was spo-
ken, and composed and designed text that would be received and acted
on by others, even though many of the text-based communications in
the hotel had been in place over a number of years. Front-line workers,
the focus of my observations, were unionized and nonunionized.
Nonunionized employees worked in jobs that demanded regular
face-to-face guest interaction, coordination of services, and tracking of
guests’ needs and status. They included guest service agents (who did
check-ins), floor managers, and conference and catering agents. Liter-
acy activities were closely tied to keeping track of the workload. These
employees spent much of their time monitoring and recording tasks,
and inputting and retrieving data, as well as dealing with guests and
other employees. Unionized workers tended to be service deliverers,
cleaners, fixers, laundry workers, food servers and Room Attendants.
They spent much less time with print material than nonunionized
workers. For them, the bulk of work was service delivery; responsibili-
ties like ticking off checklists were their main literacy activities.

Despite the hierarchical structure, The Urban Hotel embraced a uni-
form image, an ideal hotel culture, which it attempted to project to all
guests. To use Gee’s (1990, 1996) term, it was a “Discourse”3 created by
carefully selected objects, arrangements of space, personal appearance,
language, ways of interacting, values, attitudes and behavior, through
which people display different kinds of identities. Gee (1990) further
distinguishes primary discourses, those people are born with and so-
cialized into through the family, from secondary discourses, or those
“which crucially involve social institutions beyond the family” (p. 151).
All employees were pressed to conform to the ideal Urban Hotel image
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or discourse, a secondary discourse for all. Print materials were one of
the key vehicles for entrenching this. Alongside the ideal Hotel discourse
were coexisting images or discourses of the various departments, often
marked by ethnicity, job type, and status in the hotel. The relationship
among these many discourses was often played out through literacy
practices, as we will see.

The appearance of the hotel’s most open, public spaces illustrates
this ideal discourse. The spacious main lobby was well designed to
mask its box-like shape with shop and restaurant areas, strategic inte-
rior decoration, and placement of guest facilities. The high-ceilinged
room was decorated with beige tile floors, matching walls and trimmed
throughout in darker polished wood. It contained two check-in counters
and a concierge desk. In various directions off the open lobby, guests
could access the restaurants, small shops, banks of elevators, exits to
streets, a parking structure, business center and a wide staircase lead-
ing to the meeting and banquet floors. House phones and public tele-
phones with stationery supplies could be found in the less trafficked
corners. Large plants, fresh flower arrangements, and clusters of low ta-
bles, upholstered chairs and chesterfields on patterned carpets of
muted colors were placed throughout the lobby away from the traffic
flow. Posters, signs and art were framed on the wall or placed on metal
stands, often softly illuminated by wall-mounted light fixtures.

Managers of departments, particularly the executive group, strove
to embody the ideal Urban Hotel identity, and they served as models
for the staff. They were impeccably dressed and groomed to conform
to typical media images of attractive, successful people. Neither the
men nor women tended to be overweight or appear unhealthy. The men
all wore dark suits and ties; their hair was fashionably styled, never
out of place. The women also wore dark suits, and in addition subdued
makeup—always at least lipstick. Body language contributed to their
image. I never observed lack of composure; even when staff were con-
fronted by angry, difficult guests, their faces and posture remained
poised. They smiled as they spoke, or adopted a look of concern when
told of a problem. They engaged others with eye contact, turned to face
people speaking to them directly. I never observed them slouch or rest
their heads on their hands. Their overall manner was enthusiastic,
positive, and interested in both guests and employees. Even their lan-
guage was positive. Problems were referred to as “challenges” or “op-
portunities,” for example. Enthusiasm was expressed by the word
“Excellent!”

And if employees weren’t aware of the concrete components of this
image, much of it was outlined and described in the official grooming
standards document, which detailed rules about attire, including foot-
wear and jewelry, hair and makeup. Various other written rules, such
as key standards and standards of excellence, described appropriate
body language and speech.
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Aside from guests and visitors, the lobby was unobtrusively popu-
lated with employees; small bronzed nametags identified them by first
name. Although the staff were quite diverse racially and ethnically, their
manner was similarly pleasant and restrained. Although they were not
all stunningly attractive, I could imagine any one of them in a television
commercial, as part of an appealing, personable welcome to travelers.
Doormen, lobby support, bellmen, and guest service agents behind the
check-in desks wore typical hotel uniform jackets or business-style
jackets. Managers dressed in formal business attire. Security person-
nel, also in business suits, were noticeable only by their casual stance
and watchful expression. Others moved quietly through the lobby on
work-related errands. Even when the lobby was crowded and bustling,
the noise level was muted. The carefully arranged, comfortable decor
and graciously mannered staff of this public face of the hotel aimed for
an overall effect of elegant repose, with attentive, discrete service.

LITERACIES OF WORKING LIFE

A great variety of literacy activities figured centrally in the everyday
work lives of frontline employees in two ways. First, success in the
highly competitive environment of downtown Toronto, the largest city
in Canada, and matching the keen international competition among
hotel chains were at the forefront of managers’ concerns. Officially,
success was counted through Key Measurements, which included two
hotel industry ranking awards, employee opinion surveys, service
guarantees, guest comments, and a variety of inspections. The means
to success was translated in the hotel as “Total Quality,” described in
the employee orientation documents as “a cycle of Continuous Im-
provement … not a program but rather a culture.” The hotel was
deemed to be on a Quality Journey. In my observations, the quality fo-
cus among workers was on filled rooms, indications of guest satisfac-
tion, and absence of complaints.

Meeting quality goals was integral to top managers’ work responsi-
bilities. They conveyed these goals to the front-line hotel employees,
whose work was also monitored, guided and regulated as part of the
ongoing assessment of hotel success. Quality was conceptualized as
tangible, measured work outcomes and behaviors. For example, Room
Attendants’ rooms were regularly inspected and scored. And in the
back office of the lobby, the number of compliments that guest service
agents (who did check-ins) received on comment cards was displayed.
Daily house counts, numbers of return guests, numbers and types of
complaints were all compiled and measured. Assessment was then co-
ordinated with continuous revision of policies and practices to ensure
improvement.

All the quality improvement messages, as well as policy and proce-
dure directives, the employee handbook, newsletters, mission and val-
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ues statements and official employee documents like accident forms
were communicated largely through print. The texts related to quality
and policy were meant to outline and manage employees’ self-presen-
tation in the hotel and inform them of their rights and responsibilities.

However, in a stressful work environment, the regulatory messages
of these print directives became peripheral to actually doing the job.
Employees attended to them much less often than managers hoped.
For example, one of the Key Standards, greeting the guest with “Good
Morning, Afternoon, or Evening” was posted and written in several
forms throughout the hotel. Yet a number of employees said “Hi” or
“Hello,” and reported to me that the official greeting repeated hun-
dreds of times a day sometimes became artificial or wooden. Managers
were aware of and concerned about this kind of deviation from the
quality standard, for they used “mystery shoppers” posing as guests,
and managers sometimes quietly approached employees from behind
to observe them work. Nevertheless, they seemed to turn a blind eye to
such deviations, especially, I surmised, if the employee was otherwise
competent. This aspect of hotel literacy practices, in which texts offi-
cially served as messages from managers to staff, seemed to have had
inconsistent effects among employees. When facing the immediacy of
guest demands, employees may have acted to satisfy the guest based
on their own interpretations of the situation at hand. Also, they may
have resisted what they considered excessively regulated directives
that didn’t reflect the conditions of their work life. Or they simply may
not have paid attention to texts outside the everyday discourse of their
immediate work group.

At the same time, literacies were also vitally important to employ-
ees. They served as a memory and organizational tool to keep track of
guest status and work completion and to coordinate this information
in the various hotel departments. The size and complexity of the hotel
meant that there wasn’t just one form of literacy practice. There were
“multi-literacies.”4

Employees’ literacy activities involved a range of technologies from
pen and colored highlighters to working at computer stations and op-
erating faxes, beepers, and telephones. They filled in databases,
hand-wrote lists of information on paper, filled out worksheets and
sent work status messages by punching telephone codes. They read
and modified computer reports; passed them on and modified them
further with pen and white-out; sent faxes, beeper signals, and emails.
They responded to and recorded voice and voicemail messages, com-
municated orally by phone, radio and face-to-face. And they engaged in
these many kinds of communication as they performed their work ac-
tivities, and talked to each other and to guests. Their literacy practices
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facilitated their work and the work of others who dealt with guests
moving through the hotel and calling on services of the various depart-
ments. Some of these working documents were highly regulated and
standardized; others were developed by coordinators or managers
and used only within particular work teams. Other kinds of documen-
tation were personally designed, used mostly as individual memory
aids to be later passed on through other means. Together with the
pressures of actually performing service tasks, employees also had to
record their work accurately and on time.

For the most part, employees were competent and willing to write,
read, record and transfer data in the ways that were required for their
jobs. They did this so readily, I believe, because their literate practices
enhanced their work and their autonomy. That is, many had a sense of
ownership of their jobs. They often interacted individually with guests,
and even though their work behavior was regulated, they couldn’t es-
cape the need for spontaneous decision making and action at times. In
a climate where guest satisfaction was the most immediate, concrete
feedback on service, regardless of the ways it was measured by the ho-
tel or the larger corporation, the employees I met most consistently
tended to use literacies that enabled them to fulfill their sense of re-
sponsibility to the guests.

THE VIEW FROM THE TOP: THE QUALITY JOURNEY

As mentioned earlier, a driving force behind The Urban Hotel’s success-
ful competition was the Quality Journey, initiated in the mid-’90s. It fig-
ured prominently in everyday print communication to employees,
training, and administration. Every member of the managers’ team that
I interviewed referred to some aspect of the Quality Journey. What drove
it was summed up by the Hotel Manager: “One can never be too success-
ful … no business can say, ‘Yeah, this was it and we were happy.’”

The Human Resources Director, Gino, explained the Quality Journey
to me as “a structure system for operating your business … keeping you
focused on the integral parts of your operation.” His commitment to the
program was linked to what he considered its success in other compa-
nies and its broad application throughout an entire company:

I think when you look at organizations that were on a Quality Journey
you can definitely relate the results that they’ve had, whether it’s with
guest satisfaction, employee satisfaction, improved bottom line, some-
how [these are] linked to their Quality Journey. Because when you look at
the Quality Journey framework … the criteria that companies are focus-
ing on have to do with your entire business, your people focus, your sup-
pliers, your customers, your performance of your organization. Like I
said, the suppliers and people and managers and leadership. So there’s
seven criteria [leadership, planning, customer, people and supplier fo-
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cuses, process managers, and organizational performance] … that make
up the Quality Journey.

Aveena was the Director of Housekeeping and Quality, a position
that split both responsibilities. She worked closely with Gino, and in
my interview with her, she confirmed Gino’s perspective. Her interview
also shows how seriously the hotel took the quality plan and how much
time and effort managers placed on it. She explained that the company
compiled the seven categories of quality for an annual assessment.
From the results, the hotel measured its “strengths and opportunities”
and put together a Quality Improvement Plan that guided it for the year.
She told me of upcoming work:

Next week the leadership committee are going on a retreat … where we
will … be revising or examining our current strategic plan, our total qual-
ity improvement plan, our customer satisfaction plan and employee
opinion survey action plans. And we will try to put those together into
one concerted document that we can work from that encompasses every-
thing, as well as most critically, produce the results.

In other words, the executive managers’ group not only spent time
overseeing the everyday running of the hotel; they also devoted a great
deal to planning and reviewing plans for quality improvement. The
framework that structured managers’ quality responsibilities was
highly formalized and documented in its language and process. As
other researchers like du Gay (1996) have noted, quality in the service
industry is measurable. The actual outcomes produced by the execu-
tive group were theoretically available to all the employees. I observed
them sometimes posted on the backs of doors, at Quality Fairs, but
also sometimes carefully selected, arranged and designed to be eye-
catching. Several of the directors I spoke to referred to the Quality
Journey as an important communication challenge.

Gino identified two challenges managers face in what he sees as
communicating and implementing the Quality Journey. The first was
the size and diversity of the hotel. Aveena echoed and amplified his
point:

This was three times the size of a typical hotel that I’ve worked with. And
I’ve always said that everything we do here we have to multiply by three
because this is three times more difficult. In a smaller environment you
can afford more time; you can afford the luxury of working, of spending
more time on a certain standard, a policy or certain procedure. You can
do more fun things as well because fun things help in motivation.… Here
it’s more mechanical, it’s more volume, volume, volume, and so it’s that
much more challenging to create more of a fun environment where it’s
easier for learning to take place. Can it be done? Absolutely, but there’s
so much more to emphasize.
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The second major challenge, in Gino’s words was “Convincing em-
ployees that it’s an ongoing ‘continuous process’ rather than a project.”
At the same time, he expressed optimism and enthusiasm, just as
Aveena did, stating, “We will continue to get better, we’ll continue to fo-
cus. We’ll continue to fine-tune so that it almost becomes part of the
culture.” In fact, throughout his discussion with me he repeated and
emphasized the importance of continuation.

From my interviews with top managers, I was impressed by the con-
viction and commitment of the hotel administration to the Quality
Journey. They followed a predetermined measurable formula for re-
view and improvement, and they problem-solved together to improve
their quality “scores.” They embraced this scheme, I believe, because it
made an abstract, intangible element like quality more concrete and
easier to manipulate. They seemed to easily equate the documented
measurement with the actual quality. And to measure hotel quality,
they organized the work routine to entail the capture of appropriate
data and to convey their goals to employees.

THE NATURE OF THE QUALITY MESSAGE

The Emphasis on Customer Service

To the managers’ group, communicating to employees seemed to mean
an emphasis on customer service. Gino in Human Resources saw the
message as clear and direct. He told me that key standards were the
“basics of customer service.” He described them:

Smile, make eye contact, and greet every guest. Very simple, it’s not
rocket science. Answer all calls within three rings, with a smile in your
voice saying “Good morning, good afternoon, good evening,” whatever it
might be. Again, nothing, everyone can do it. Use the guest’s name at ev-
ery opportunity and thank every guest for choosing the Urban, very sim-
ple. And if we maintain this, and again remembering that we’ve got to
operationally take care of making sure that all the beds are all made, you
know the rooms are neat and tidy, that we execute good meals, I mean
those are the basics. But if we can do this with every employee, we will be
successful; we will be successful because it’s customer service that’s re-
ally what makes us a part of a hotel. Every hotel in Toronto has the same
thing we have. Rooms, restaurants, business zones, a pool probably,
parking; they have everything we have. So what’s going to set us apart is
really the customer service.

This message was posted, carried by each employee with their iden-
tification cards, spelled out in employee books, and reinforced orally
at meetings and through managers directions. It was monitored by col-
leagues and others, encouraged by incentive and reward plans, mea-
sured in graphs and charts and displayed in the hotel.
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Managing Employee Identity

One essential component of customer service was the image the hotel
projected through the employees. Although appearance and self-pre-
sentation had long been important in the hotel industry, their impor-
tance as a manifestation of the ideal hotel identity meshes with current
analyses of the new workplace. Du Gay (1996) speaks of the turn to an
emphasis on culture in the new service sector, “because it is seen to
structure the way people think, feel and act in organizations” (p. 130),
and it will lead to greater “productivity through people” (p. 130). And
Gee, Hull, and Lankshear (1996) discuss “the new capitalism’s” overtly
promoted “need to socialize people into ‘communities of practice’ … to
be certain kinds of people” (p. 21). As noted earlier, The Urban Hotel es-
poused the notion of hotel culture as an underlying approach to quality
improvement. In his research on the retail sector, du Gay sees a culture
of employees identifying with the customer, but the hotel image was
much more an attractive, congenial, competent servant whose pleasure
was serving guests.

This identity as attractive, competent servant in a culture devoted to
guest satisfaction was officially laid out through print. At the same
time, the demeaning connotations of servitude were often offset in sev-
eral ways through the language of the documents. Certainly, the em-
ployee image of being professional and a servant was modeled by the
top managers in their dress, behavior, and speech, and it was rein-
forced in meetings and face-to-face encounters, but its status as official
policy lay in hotel documents. These documents were first introduced
to employees at orientation; they were placed in department offices for
easy access and reinforced in training materials. Standards of behav-
ior, attitude and appearance were repeated and rated on employee re-
view forms. For example, employee appearance was explicitly dictated
through written rules of dress and grooming. Rules of grooming in-
cluded limits on men’s hair length to above the shirt collar, moderation
in the use of cosmetics, prohibition of “long chains and bracelets … vis-
ible tattoos, body piercing and voluntary branding,” and coordination
of lipstick and nail polish colors with uniforms. Meeting dress code re-
quirements and maintaining a professional image were two rating
items on the hotel employee review form. Grooming and dress rules
like these helped ensure that employees conformed to a conservative
style, and that their appearance was unremarkable, inoffensive and
pleasant. Likewise, employees were expected to “project a positive atti-
tude and personality,” according to the employee handbook. That
meant their gestures, facial expression, tone of voice, posture, move-
ment and language choice had to conform to hotel standards.

Further, particular personal characteristics, rather than work
knowledge or technical skills, were considered most desirable in the
hiring and promotion process. This preference for selecting employees
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less on their professionally-related qualifications than on their per-
sonal characteristics was also reported in research in the manufactur-
ing sector. Laurie Graham (1995), for example, describes an extensive
prescreening process where applicants were assessed interacting with
each other in an auto manufacturing plant. The Human Resources Di-
rector at the hotel told me that “when you look at an effective manager,
it’s their ability to deal with people.… When we’re looking for people,
it’s … for exceptional guest service and people skills, and The Urban is
committed to train you on all the technical skills to teach you the busi-
ness.” The manager of conference and banquet sales told me that she
looked for a “certain eloquence” in communication. The Front Desk
Manager was more specific:

The first thing I look for is personality … somebody that comes into my
office and sits down and if he or she didn’t smile in the first minute … I
won’t hire them.… The reason, is, it’s a little thing, but when you’re out
there, and you’re dealing with the stresses, and interviews are very
stressful, but you’re dealing out there, you’re always out there and deal-
ing with guests.… It’s very difficult to train somebody to smile. You know,
to train somebody to look pleasant.

In other words, the hotel aimed to screen for pleasant appearance in
the initial hiring process. Appearance, along with an outgoing, friendly
personality, was seen as essential to project a positive hotel image to
the customer.

Smiling was encouraged in several ways throughout the hotel. It was
one of the key standards for greeting guests, and was posted on walls
and carried along with identification cards. A “smile patrol,” a person
with a camera, sometimes wandered around the hotel work areas tak-
ing spontaneous photos of employees as they worked. Their photos
were posted in the basement hallways with brief captions like, “Jane
has a great smile for all the guests.” A posted letter to employees in the
kitchen area behind the café stated that attendants “will smile and ap-
pear friendly as they clean tables and … possess a genuinely friendly
attitude when dealing with guests.” At the top of the basement stairs,
just before the entrance to the front of the house (the public areas),
there was a large full-length mirror for employees to check their ap-
pearance before they returned to work from their break or lunch. Be-
side the mirror was a cartoon blow-up that changed several times a
week, usually with a work theme, strategically placed, I presumed, to
provoke one’s sense of humor, to “look on the light side of life.” Indeed,
one employee told me he appreciated that cartoon, for it put a smile on
his face when he left the basement for the front of the house.

Alongside the prevalence of explicit directives on employees’ self-
presentation, the hotel also promoted an employee empowerment pro-
gram. Gino, the Human Resources Director, described it:
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Empower yourself to satisfy your guest. So if a guest comes to you, re-
gardless of whether you’re a Room Attendant, regardless of whether
you’re the manager, regardless whether you’re the VP, you have the ability
to satisfy a guest. If they say, “Look I came into the room,” and the person
could be referring to a Room Attendant, “I had a very bad dinner.” The
Room Attendant has the ability to empower themselves to say, “You know
what, why don’t you have lunch on me today, you know I’ll make reserva-
tions for you and please go enjoy yourself.” They have that ability.

In one sense then, it gave employees the right to “satisfy” a guest who
approached them with a complaint by offering a gift or complimentary
service. Of course they needed to document and record their initiative.
During my research in the hotel, I only observed one instance of em-
powerment, by Guest Service Agents at the business desk. Two em-
ployees with several years’ experience consulted each other about
sending a basket of flowers to a wealthy repeat guest for an error in his
room profile preferences.

Although several directors spoke of the empowerment plan to me, it
seemed rarely used, and managers were unsure why. One director ac-
knowledged what he saw as employee hesitation. Although he recog-
nized fear of recrimination from superiors as a cause, his solution was
increased training, as we have frequently seen when employees don’t
conform to procedures. He explained:

They feel disempowered because they don’t understand. So we need to
educate them on empowerment. That’s part of the orientation process
here at the hotel.… But we also need to put a dollar value maybe on it.
Just so they say, you know, “I don’t want to get in hell from my boss be-
cause I gave them a $50 breakfast coupon or dinner coupon. You know
it’s going to come back and haunt me, I know I’m going to get it.” No, if we
map this out, we call it the “wings” program—“mild,” “medium,” “hot,”
“suicide”—the different levels of complaint. And then next are the reme-
dies, so tell us what the complaints are from a “mild” to “suicide” guest
complaint.

Managers did produce a document categorizing complaints and
possible responses to guests, and although I was given one on request,
I never saw an employee read one, nor did I ever see one posted.

But the director’s assessment of why employees don’t use their em-
powerment program does not recognize the complexity of the situa-
tion, taking into account status and identity. Consider the case
involving the two employees at the business desk who sent flowers to a
guest who received a different type of room than the one he reserved.
Both employees who “empowered” themselves at the business check-
in were already firmly established, long-term employees. Working the
business desk accorded them greater prestige than their counterparts
at the regular check-in desk. Only those who were considered “able to
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handle the pressure” were promoted to the business desk, for the re-
peat business travelers were more demanding and temperamental.
The error was clearly not the fault of the Service Agents who sent the
flowers, for the room had already been assigned. When the guest
checked in, their designated room appeared on the screen only for the
agents to confirm. Furthermore, the decision to send flowers was
made through consultation, not individually, reducing the risk of pos-
sible blame on a single employee.

These two employees, then, were in a relatively safe position com-
pared to many other front-line workers, and there was almost no risk
that they might be blamed for the guest’s dissatisfaction. Instead, the
guest might note with pleasure that they had sent flowers and com-
ment favorably on the personal service they provided. Thus, although
managers acknowledged that fear of blame inhibited use of the em-
powerment program, status, identity and risk may have played an im-
portant part in the program. And as we will see, the meaning of
“empowerment” professed by hotel managers as a form of worker au-
tonomy was limited and risky. The kind of autonomy employees fa-
vored was broader in scope, but closely interwoven with the tasks they
performed daily. It was less risky because they knew their jobs more
intimately than managers did.

Although managers’ most explicit acknowledgment of worker au-
tonomy was the empowerment program, the hotel also expected em-
ployees to identify with the hotel, to be unquestionably dedicated in
their work, to “go the extra mile.” The Executive Director, Harold, ex-
plained its importance to me as he described Quality Teams (commit-
tees) in the hotel:

A lot of the front office people were educated, and so their expectations …
[were] way above a lot of other people like housekeeping. Otherwise we
have a lot of mothers and single mothers in the housekeeping depart-
ment that you know, “I only have eight hours, I have to get in, I have to get
out, I have to do my work and I have to get home.” So their level of enthu-
siasm on participating in some of these spin-off teams isn’t that great.
Nor do they think it’s important to them. So there’s a buy-in there that’s
just not there, but we need that. So we need to find and solicit a select
bunch of those people that will want to participate. So we make it alluring
and important, and part of their progression is in the personal develop-
ment. We need to position it that way, which we do.

Harold compared “educated” workers with workers in housekeep-
ing, and he measured their enthusiasm for their jobs as the amount of
extra work they were willing to do. He seemed to discount the difficul-
ties of motherhood as irrelevant to the hotel. What’s more, he seemed
to be equating promotion on the job with personal development. The
kind of connection Harold made between dedication to work, advance-
ment and personal development echoes the findings of other work-
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place researchers (du Gay, 1996; Gee et al., 1996; Graham, 1995).
Ironically, although the new workplace expects wholehearted identifi-
cation with corporate goals for everyone, not just an executive elite, it
marginalizes those whose family lives get in the way of total devotion,
particularly women, a stance that is far from new. From my experience
observing in the hotel, I would disagree with Harold’s interpretation
for the lack of “buy-in” on other grounds as well, which I discuss later
in terms of employee views of their working life.

COMMUNICATING THE MESSAGE

For the top managers in the hotel, the challenge of persuading employ-
ees to buy in to the quality program was framed as communicating in-
formation, feedback on performance, and incentives. They envisioned
a “culture” of quality they wanted to establish in the hotel, and to ac-
complish that goal, employees needed to adopt the culture. That is,
they needed to participate as members of the ideal hotel image or dis-
course. Aveena, the Quality Manager, and Harold, the Executive Man-
ager, saw the challenge as communicating clearly and simply across
the hotel hierarchy. Gino from Human Resources also believed one of
the keys to effective communication was using distinctive language.
Most of all, the hotel saw its job to ensure total quality as one of com-
munication.

We have seen that the hotel relies heavily on print material, backed
up by modeling and talk. In this section, I elaborate on these three
managers’ directions to staff. Then I describe the texts used to “com-
municate the message,” but I’d also like to look more closely at these
texts as embodiments of the hotel discourse. To do that, it’s necessary
to examine the language used in the texts and its implications in the so-
cial context of the workplace, as well as to examine the social practices
around the texts themselves.

Adjusting the Message to Meet Employee Competencies

If workers didn’t seem to attend well to the messages of the Quality
Journey or incorporate them into their consciousness, managers’ re-
sponse aimed to adjust how the message was delivered, revising the
language of instruction and reporting for workers whose language and
literacy competence was more limited than others. Although they
never referred directly to literacy, managers’ understanding of how
comfortable and competent employees were with the official written
style of hotel documents shaped their concept of how communication
was central to achieving the quality goal.

Aveena, the Quality Director, pointed out some of the varied ap-
proaches the hotel took:
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We’ve made large posters in every department … we’ve given all our em-
ployees one of these key standards to put on their name tag, and we’ve
tried to enforce it and reinforce it at our ongoing meetings. As part of our
games at the end of the all-employees meeting, we kind of ask questions
about key standards, and make sure people understand them, and try to
enforce them at all times.

“Key standards” were five specific behaviors for each department
that employees had to follow in their interaction with guests. They were
more concrete than statements of hotel philosophy, and were rein-
forced both in print and verbally. Signs were posted on the inside of
doors to public areas, employees carried them along with their identifi-
cation cards, and employees told me they were reminded verbally in
meetings. For example, in the dishwashing room behind the café, the
standards for greeters, hostesses, servers, and managers included
“Smile with your eyes; welcome every guest on arrival, using their
name if known.… Ensure newspaper availability; offer one to all single
diners. Converse with the guest to ensure their satisfaction and enjoy-
ment.” Although they didn’t often remember them for quizzes, one café
worker told me it was clear the hotel considered the key standard be-
haviors to be important. Nevertheless, I did not often observe the stan-
dards consistently acted on in the café.

The Executive Manager, Harold, explained that the hotel tried to
reach all employees:

We need to include a lot of stakeholders and that’s not only the leadership
committee like myself and the VP and General Manager. But that in-
cludes the dishwasher, potentially the dishwasher, the Room Attendant,
maintenance people, communications people, parking garage attendant.
We all try to include them in the outcome. So they’re part of the solution,
always part of the solution.
One of the challenges that we have when we get to that level is their knowl-
edge and their interpretation of all these new initiatives coming down the
pipe. They’ve got their own job to do, and all of a sudden wow, here comes
the 18-page document that has all these wonderful timelines and critical
paths and little icons all over the place. And they’re going “This is over-
whelming, what do I do with it? I don’t understand, what did this word
mean, what did ‘facilitate’ mean?” you know. And that’s some of the chal-
lenges we have. So we need to get back to the basics, and when we get to
that level we need to change the document … so it’s very legible for them
and they say, “Ah, I understand”—if it means drawing pictures, it means
drawing pictures.

Unlike managers in many workplaces, Harold took a position that
seemed not to blame workers’ literacy levels for failing to understand
official documents. He took on the responsibility for making sure that
the hotel messages were comprehensible to everyone.
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Aveena saw a somewhat more complex picture, for in her interview,
she spoke of other influences on quality delivery. However, in her mind,
these all related to employees:

So can we put it all in a book and say, “Hey, you read it, take it home read
it and understand it”? No, it will not work for us. Daily reminders, daily
delivery of messages, daily checking for accuracy, daily checking for
comprehension was an ideal state of being, but it didn’t always work like
that. Room Attendants come in or employee communications with
guests, some do it really well, some don’t do it at all.… [It depends on]
personalities, introverted, extraverted behavior, disposition, mood of
the day, priorities, various focuses.… Are we confident that all of our em-
ployees were always delivering the message or portraying the behaviors
we’ve trained them, that we want them to practice with guest interaction?
We couldn’t guarantee that. What works, what didn’t work, it requires fo-
cus and prioritizing to ensure that it will always work.

Aveena continued, though, along the same track as Harold, framing
the solution around communicating a message that employees could
understand:

We still have only just surfaced the top … we have yet so much to do in
terms of educating our employees and educating ourselves. And again,
it’s how we communicate, how easily can we break down the amount of
information that has got to be delivered.… How much they read them,
how much do they understand, are we really capturing all of the things
we want to tell them, or is it as much print on paper that we can provide
to them and hope for the best? Were we giving them the right information,
could we have given them something different that would make them un-
derstand so much more.… Besides that, the information … the partici-
pation, how do we get involvement from our employees, how well can we
include them, how long did it take for them to understand, how much
time can we afford to work on any one aspect of the entire journey?

These conversations with Aveena and Harold showed the extent that
the hotel managers were concerned about ensuring that the great di-
versity of employees understood and took up the quality and other
messages from the top. Their awareness of the need to shape the mes-
sage to meet employees’ needs was important, for the hotel had many
employees whose English competence was limited and some who had
much less education than others.

Managers seemed to assume that the bulk of their responsibility
was to convey their messages clearly, and that compliance or non-com-
pliance was the employees’ responsibility. Even Aveena, who recog-
nized that non-compliance may have been related to questions other
than communication, did not seem to acknowledge that other em-
ployer-controlled factors may have been at play. But the managers’ so-
lutions were implemented inconsistently, a continuing challenge that
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they recognized. From their framing of the needs, and even from my
perspective as a language teacher, sign-off sheets for job training in ori-
entation sessions were not accessible to all, written in language that
was often similar to quality messages. For instance, in Housekeeping,
where many of the employees spoke limited English, some items re-
quiring employee sign-off were concise (“no colored nylons”), but oth-
ers were worded with greater difficulty for English learners
(“Employee Identification Cards must be worn at all times”).

What might account for this inconsistency? I interpreted the manag-
ers’ assessments of the situation as sincere. It seems most likely that
hotel managers, working under as much stress as front-line employ-
ees, simply had other, more urgent priorities than revising the lan-
guage of print documents. In addition, this kind of language was
natural for them, part of the corporate culture of managers, and it may
have been difficult for them to realize exactly how opaque it was to oth-
ers. They themselves may not have been proficient writers or sensitive
enough to language accessibility to meet their own goals.

Part of the reason for this inconsistency may have been the perspec-
tive that Gino, in Human Resources, took in promoting specialized
language for the quality message: He believed that their “official” style
of language marked the messages as important. So perhaps the attrac-
tion to retaining the complex style competed with impulses to change
it. Much more obviously important things to communicate clearly were
job responsibilities, where lack of communication would be more con-
cretely and immediately apparent. Managers and supervisors were
able to conduct the most crucial departmental training and instruction
orally when they found it necessary. The hotel did operate with a great
deal of face-to-face interaction on a daily basis.

Distinctive Discourses: The Language of the Hotel Image

What was the style of language that managers recognized as inaccessi-
ble to many employees? “There’s a lot of terminology and jargon that’s
used [so] you know people understand we’re on a Quality Journey.” As
Gino emphasized, distinctive, standardized language characterized
much of the message that the hotel sent to its employees outlining the
Quality Journey. This included the language that defined the hotel’s
image, that identified and categorized people, and that was used by
employers during the work day. Most of this language was characteris-
tic of written rather than oral language, and was most apparent in the
hotel’s print materials.

The language of the hotel image, repeated phrases and words popu-
lar in current business discourse, was presented on wall posters, in
handbooks and at the Quality Fair in the table-top displays and written
quizzes. The employee handbook contained many examples. There
were separate pages for the hotel’s Vision, the Vision Statement, the
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Mission, the Core Values, Ten Standards of Excellence and the Quality
Statement. The quality section of the handbook contained information
on the Quality Principles, Key Processes, Key Measurements and the
Diamond Quality Committee.

Each of these was formatted with a large heading and a well-spaced
list or phrase beneath. Important terms were capitalized, set apart
with bullets or bolded. Much of the information and terminology was
repeated throughout the hotel on signage, posters or small stickers at-
tached to desktops and computers. The 4th Standard of Excellence,
“We are a team! A group of eagles, who have joined to fly in formation,”
accompanied by a nature photograph of an eagle, was posted and
framed prominently in the back office of the front desk area.

Although the language was chosen to highlight the message’s impor-
tance, there was so much similar terminology that it was difficult to
distinguish them from one another. There were “key” standards, mea-
surements and processes. There were “standards of excellence,” “key
standards,” “visions” and “vision statements,” a “quality journey,”
“quality statement,” “total quality,” “quality improvement plan,” “qual-
ity assessments.” Several directors expressed some awareness that
the terminology might be overwhelming, but at Quality Fairs and in de-
partments, employees still took written quizzes or answered questions
about the content of these constructed notions. At the Quality Fair
quizzes they competed for prizes; in at least one department, the re-
sults of their oral quizzes were posted outside the office along with
their pictures with comments like, “Bozena couldn’t name the key
standards this time, but she’ll try again.”

Official job titles, as in many current corporate settings, tended to
be compound or abstract noun phrases, like Guest Service Agent,
Room Attendant, Houseman. The choice may have been to avoid sex-
ism in gender-free jobs, but it mostly denoted status. Words like “jani-
tor,” “cleaner,” or “clerk,” the traditional job names for much of the
work done in the hotel, carry connotations of menial labour. The ab-
stract titles may show the employees that the hotel did not see them as
merely unskilled laborers, but as quasi-“professionals.” The hotel in-
vested training time in each employee, and valued their work. It may
also have conveyed a similar message about the hotel to the public: Our
employees are not ordinary unskilled labor, but are well-trained mem-
bers of the hospitality profession. On the other hand, it may have been
a way of masking the reality of menial labor, presenting to the workers
a constructed image of their identity that was more prestigious than
the actual jobs they did.

Interestingly, only the managers’ job titles were used in everyday
speech, except for “Houseman.” Words like “managers,” “directors,”
“assistant managers,” “executive managers” were used to refer to man-
agers when they were not mentioned or addressed by name, both in
speech and writing. I only saw official job titles of front-line workers in
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written form. Room Attendants were referred to and addressed as “La-
dies” in speech, and Guest Service Agents as “GSAs.” One employee in
Housekeeping explained that the term “Ladies” was a purposeful at-
tempt on the part of everyone in the department to show respect to the
women who cleaned the rooms. She explained that even though their
jobs were demeaning and hard work, the women were still “Ladies,”
and everyone wanted to recognize that. “Room Attendant” was a writ-
ten abstraction from the workers’ everyday experience and social rela-
tionships. With the spoken title “Ladies,” they captured and affirmed
their identities despite the nature of their work.

Much of the language in the statements and standards included
complex clauses, wordy noun phrases, Latinate vocabulary, and pas-
sive verb constructions. They weren’t difficult to follow for those with
postsecondary reading experience in English, but they were less acces-
sible to others. The Vision Statement included seven points, such as
“Industry leadership in the application of technology to maintain a
competitive marketing advantage”; “Operations delivering constant
quality services and products, perceived to represent values to cus-
tomers and a fair profit to our owners.” The Statement was framed on
the wall in several places through the hotel: “We will be the industry
leader recognized for innovative travel experiences in which all stake-
holders succeed.” The Quality Statement used alliteration in a slogan
to be memorable: “The right people, using the right process to deliver
the right product, at the right price.” Core values statements were visi-
ble throughout the hotel: “Relentless Pursuit of Customer Satisfaction,
Commitment to Employee Satisfaction, Openness and Accessibility,
Continuous Improvement, Honesty and Integrity, Employee Creativity
and Competitiveness, Partnerships with our Communities, Maximize
use of our Resources.”

But this formal, densely worded language was inaccessible to many
workers. Aveena, Harold and Gino all saw it as a simple barrier to full
participation in the working life of the hotel. Most of the language
teachers I know, myself included, would agree with them. The solution
would be to simplify the language of print materials, make them more
accessible and take responsibility for communicating effectively rather
than blaming the workers for having a literacy deficit. That was the
managers’ aim, albeit more difficult to achieve than to identify. But an
underlying assumption of this perspective was that employees would
automatically respond to the messages communicated by managers if
only they could understand them. The interview with Aveena dis-
cussed earlier suggested she sensed this straightforward relationship
between understanding and buying into the hotel culture was not the
case, but her solution didn’t carry it through.

I’d like to look at this issue further in terms of discourses and power.
Recall the opening description of the hotel and its efforts to project an
ideal image or hotel discourse through careful attention to design and
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atmosphere. The top managers and their corporate colleagues at head
office fit into the picture through their business suits; healthy, well-
groomed attractiveness; body language, and the ease with which they
used the jargon of enthusiasm and service. They also controlled the
regulatory documents: the quality program texts and the messages de-
livered by Human Resources. These texts shaped employees’ behavior
and identities in the hotel. But at the same time, like the managers’
dress and talk, the texts themselves were models of the discourse.

There were two implications of this for employees in the hotel who
were not members of the ideal discourse, particularly the cleaners,
food servers, launderers, and others at the bottom of the hierarchy.
First, the ideal image was distant from their own. As in the broader so-
ciety, these “back of the house” workers were more frequently mem-
bers of non-White racial groups, non-Anglo ethnicities and of the
working classes. They dressed, worked and talked quite differently
from their managers; their world outlooks were different. Attributes of
the ideal discourse had little meaning and little immediate relevance in
their everyday work lives.

That included the language of quality documents. It was the lan-
guage of another culture, opaque, and without resonance for them.5 Al-
though they worked in the same hotel, their lived experiences were in
different cultures and discourses. The local meanings of each were not
the same. Second, the discourse of the top managers was exclusive.
Unless prospective employees had the right smile and the right “elo-
quence,” they couldn’t even hope to work in regular contact with
guests. And as I learned in interviews, those who were promoted from
within (not just in rank, but also into the ideal discourse) had to show
they already had key attributes of the ideal culture: “going the extra
mile,” a flexible enough home life so that they could respond to irregu-
lar work demands, the right “personality.” To join that discourse
would require much more than being able to read and understand the
texts. But the density of the text messages helped maintain their exclu-
sivity. For the texts to be meaningful and engaging in the hotel, readers
already had to be the kind of people who were familiar with the dis-
course. In other words, the texts served as markers and acted as barri-
ers to entry into the ideal hotel discourse. In that sense, they helped
reproduce the broader social order.

The Quality Fair: Reinforcing the Message

This section illustrates the different meanings employers and employ-
ees gave to the quality message, as well as to the exclusivity of the ideal
discourse. It shows how literacy practices, in both the ways people
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dealt with texts and the meanings they gave to them, were bound up
with relationships, power, and buying in to the culture.

In the managers’ view, one of the highlights and symbols of their
dedication to employees was the Quality Fair, held three times a year. I
was explicitly invited each time and was told it was a mixture of educa-
tion and fun.6 There were games, contests and free lunches for the em-
ployees. It was organized and run by managers. I attended the first fair
with a Guest Service Agent on her break, so she could only stay 15 min-
utes but left me to explore. The festivities were spread through the
basement work area, in the loading dock, the hallways, the lounge and
the cafeteria. The basement was decorated with balloons and brightly
colored signs. The area was filled with cruising employees, smiling
managers and lots of noise.

In the main lounge area of the basement, large tables were set up
with displays of information about various aspects of the hotel. They
included displays for Planning Improvement, the hotel birthday, re-
wards and recognition, health and safety, monitoring, testing and stan-
dards, and the action center. Each table had a large cardboard stand
with charts, tables, photos and printed information. As employees vis-
ited each table or “Learning Activity Booth,” they received a stamp on
their Passport to Quality, which they then filled in with their name and
department and dropped in a draw box, to be eligible for a prize like a
free dinner and accommodation at the hotel. In order to get a passport
stamp, employees had to read the information on the display charts
and free information sheets and correctly answer a short question
based on the information in the display. The questions were meant to
be challenging. For example, one question on the quality improvement
process was, “Once a Process Team identifies a Key Opportunity, they
then deploy what type of team to help solve the problem?”

At the second fair I attended, the booths corresponded to the seven
categories of points in the Canadian Award of Excellence. Questions
were similar, but all were short answers, designed to speed up scoring.
Most displays had less dense text and more attractive, brighter dis-
plays. For instance, at the Quality booth, colorful slogans decorated
the display: “The race for quality has no finish line,” “Success in the
journey was not a destination.” Nevertheless, all the booths also con-
tained difficult organizational flow charts, graphs, lists, statistics and
diagrams.

The language at both fairs was typical of the hotel quality language:
“Key Processes,” “Key Opportunities,” “Key Strengths,” “Strategic
Plans,” “Improvement Plans.” Information blurbs about various
points were often densely worded, with unexplained references, such
as “PROCESS IMPROVEMENT has been added to our Vital Few so
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now we have four instead of three. Refer to the poster in your depart-
ment for a breakdown of all activities and who were accountable” [orig-
inal emphasis]. As employees answered the quizzes, they dropped
them in a draw box and were again eligible for prizes ranging from
candy to monthly public transport passes. Employees eagerly picked
up the quizzes, but I observed several of them complaining about
them. One, apparently a part-time student, came in on her day off and
said, “I don’t feel like reading all this. It’s my day off, and I’m still study-
ing.” Another read a bit and announced, “I’m not going to do this.” Yet I
noticed an eager Tagalog speaker answering all the questions. She
clearly did not understand the quiz, for on a suggestion form reading
“in reviewing our core Values, I would offer the following changes/mod-
ifications/suggestions:” she wrote, “Relentless Pursuit of customer sat-
isfaction,” one of the core values.

In the loading area, the Hotel Manager and other executives gave free
shoe-shines to employees. Other managers handed out free popcorn
and soft drinks. In another area there were free makeup sessions,
manicures, haircuts and shoulder massages to relieve stress. Man-
agers served lunch over an extended lunch schedule, so that most peo-
ple could enjoy it. These seemed the most popular, and employees had
to sign up or line up to get the services. Workers told me how they liked
the idea of the free services, and I heard some talking to each other
about how to arrange breaks or lunch to have the time to get a mani-
cure or makeup session.

This aspect of the fair was an enjoyable way for the hotel to instil its
message of personal self-presentation and service. Managers serving
the employees modeled the service they wanted everyone to strive for.
The free grooming services showed employees how much the hotel be-
lieved in an attractive, pleasant appearance. I believe that managers
did want employees to learn more about their workplace in a fun envi-
ronment. Their enthusiasm and warmth impressed me, and seemed
sincere. I watched the hotel manager shining maintenance workers’
shoes with a flourish and smiling face. Managers in business suits,
white aprons and chef hats served lunches, chatted and greeted work-
ers. They were excellent models of the ideal hotelier, to my mind. It
seemed to be an appropriate treat for employees in a workplace that
valued personal appearance, but at the same time, employees in nearly
any workplace might have enjoyed grooming services as much.

When I arrived at the fair, I greeted the Hotel Manager, who was stand-
ing beside one of the booths, greeting people and encouraging them to
visit his table. He asked me what I thought, and I replied that people
seemed to really enjoy it. His response was, yes, but was it just fun, or
were they learning anything? Certainly, comments I heard from employ-
ees were about the fun and prizes, the free lunch, and the free
shoe-shines, manicures, haircuts and makeup sessions, and the fact
that managers served them. These activities seemed the most often
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commented on and the most meaningful to employees—that the manag-
ers would serve them, the employees, and that the hotel would provide
free grooming services. For those on small salaries, achieving the pol-
ished appearance of managers would likely be an unaffordable expense.

As an example of enculturation into the ideal hotel identity and
world, the Quality Fair, although popular and carefully planned and ex-
ecuted, had quite different meanings for the employees. Overall, it was
peripheral to the employees’ everyday working experiences, their ways
of interacting, use of literacy on the job, and their identities.

We’ve seen how The Urban Hotel’s print communication, its major
mode of communicating the quality program, was impenetrable for
many employees. The language in the print messages was inaccessible
to those with limited English competence, further shutting them out of
the hotel discourse. Its very exclusivity helped make the messages of
the Quality Journey in general irrelevant and meaningless. As a result,
it would be much more difficult for employees on the front line to work
their way up in the hotel, not just because of their lack of proficiency in
language and literacy, but also because the texts were not meaningful
for them. This compromised the hotel’s explicit goal of promoting
from within. Managers would not necessarily be able to recognize com-
petent employees because they wouldn’t display the “appropriate” cul-
tural style. Employees in marginalized positions, like dishwashers,
would continue with diminished flexibility, mobility or choice in their
working lives.

On some level the hotel must have known that the details of the
Quality Journey, the charts, graphs, lists and flow charts were periph-
eral to many workers’ everyday concerns. Their solution was to embed
the information in a “fun” activity, on the basis that, as one manager
said to me, “learning should be fun.” That seemed to be an important
goal of the fair, one managers strove to achieve, and seemed to be suc-
cessful at. However, the unimportance of the style and the content to
everyday work life further contributed to keeping workers already eco-
nomically and socially marginalized even more so.

Solutions to this problem might seem like a case for plain language
education for the managers, possibly followed by literacy or ESL train-
ing for front-line employees. But plain language might not be the only
answer.

Not only was the print communication peripheral to workers’ every-
day lives, but the service activities were as well. Professional mani-
cures, massages, makeup applications and shoe-shines were not part
of front-line employees’ work lives, nor likely of their personal lives.
Even fringe benefits and goods such as hotel candies were strictly off
limits and closely monitored. In fact, a more common part of working
life was the unannounced spot searches of employees’ bags as they left
work. The compulsory search policy was also a posted notice on office
doors at sign-in areas. The highly hierarchical nature of everyday
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work, from dress to decision making, made the role reversals of the
fair unusual and fun. But they very fact that they were exceptional then
made the experience irrelevant to front-line employees’ working lives.
In this light, it is easy to understand how employees could see the fair
as an event only of fun and free perks, but not adopt its intended mean-
ing as a learning experience. Buying in to the new, ideal corporate work
world requires much more than perks, whether the print communica-
tion is clear or abstract business-speak.

THE VIEW FROM BELOW:
COMMUNICATION, PROBLEM SOLVING AND MULTI-LITERACIES

The most complex work in the hotel in terms of communication and of
coordinating and completing working documents was done by
nonunionized front-line workers. These employees often supervised
others who performed service tasks directly for the guests.

Floor Managers7

Floor Managers were responsible for liaising between Room Atten-
dants on the guest floors and managers in the housekeeping office.
Each one supervised 15 Room Attendants and two Housemen, cover-
ing three to four floors, or 240–320 rooms. On the floors, they checked
the status and progress of room cleaning, inspected rooms and aug-
mented the Room Attendants’ work.

One of their duties, for example, was putting triple bed sheets and
extra amenities in VIP rooms.8 No-one I asked seemed to know the rea-
son for this practice. The managers I shadowed all found this task a
time-consuming annoyance: They had to get the extra sheet, then take
some of the bedding off and remake the bed. The number of VIPs they
had to do beds for was never predictable, and they had to squeeze them
into their regularly scheduled activities. One grumbled that they could-
n’t ask Room Attendants to do it because of the union. They regularly
complained that if the Front Desk would block (assign) these rooms in
advance, rather than “just in time,” they could incorporate the extra
work into their daily plans.

The number of floors and rooms Floor Managers were responsible
for varied, too, because of airline employee guests, who rarely checked
out until after the day shift finished, and because of movement in the
predicted house counts (overall room occupancies). Rooms that were
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vacant and clean only had to be quickly checked if they had been
checked on a previous shift. Such rooms were not included in the
Room Attendants’ 16-room daily workload or in the Floor Managers’
loads. Nevertheless, if something happened in any of the rooms on
their floors, like a complaint about noise in the hall or a request for
amenities, they were responsible.

At the basement-level housekeeping office, Floor Managers reported
and monitored room status and special room requests received from
other parts of the hotel. They checked the computer-generated status
reports for discrepancies from their visual checks of the actual rooms.
If a room coded for check-out appeared occupied on the floor, they
would check the Expected Departure report on the computer to see if
the guest had actually checked out. No-one considered the possibility
of disturbing a guest to find out when they planned to check out.

One manager underlined the importance of double-checking. She
told me that once or twice a week she came across a room reported by
computer as vacant and clean that was actually a check-out, an error
she attributed to the Front Desk. It was a potentially a costly error, for if
undiscovered, another guest could be checked in to an occupied or a
vacant dirty room. That meant a free room for the guest and also po-
tential damage to the hotel’s reputation, because word of mouth was
considered an important form of publicity. In the basement office,
Floor Managers also checked for recent special requests like rush
rooms or VIPs, or they received them as phone messages, occasionally
via pager. Changes like these occurred throughout the day, not always
predictably. The story that follows, which occurred while I was shad-
owing a manager on the guest floors, shows the care that they took to
check their working documents:

The Floor Manager approached a Room Attendant and asked “Which
one you finish?” The Room Attendant pointed out that one particular
room was a check-out. Vera, the manager said, “Were you sure,
check-out? It says occupied.” She looked at the work sheet.

Room Attendant:   “Yes, you want to check?”
Vera:   “Yes, if [it’s occupied], I will kill you.”

Vera and I entered the room. She looked in the closet and all the drawers.
There’s no sign of guest occupancy. Vera phoned the Front Desk: “Greta,
do me a favor. Check whether 635 was a check-out room. Yeah, OK.
Check-out room. She was right.” After another call to the Housekeeping
office, she called out to the Room Attendant: “You were right.” Then she
changed room designations on her work sheet.

The Floor Managers were all in the office together at three times dur-
ing the day: the beginning and end of the shift, and during the mid-
morning clearing and briefing meeting. These were busy, but not
clearly structured times, with managers picking up special supplies,
double-checking irregularities in the room status reports, answering
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phones, and chatting and joking with each other. Often a popular mu-
sic station played in the background. Frequently I saw people in the
middle of one task, checking room reports against their lists, for exam-
ple, interrupted by a ringing telephone or a co-worker’s query. Most of-
ten the interruption involved a guest’s urgent request, which
demanded an immediate response. People wrote down notes, spoke
on the phone to guests, paged others to fill requests and relayed orders
to the Centralized Action Room. Several talked at once; seldom was the
exchange restricted to two people. Anyone was free to comment on or
answer an open question.

The atmosphere in the office, particularly in the mornings when
rooms needed to be turned around, often appeared impossibly pres-
sured. Occasionally sharp words were exchanged, but on the whole, the
office was full of vitality, sociability, humor and cooperation. These qual-
ities seemed important ways to cope effectively with the tension of work
demands. As shown in the story just related, managers and coordina-
tors joked about each other and trying events, told stories and ex-
changed advice on everyday problems. People told each other recipes,
and gave advice on everything from health to car repairs and relation-
ships. They gossiped, teased, and talked about children, vacations and
social plans. Yet this kind of socializing never took up blocks of time;
people never seemed to slow down or to just sit and chat. Fast-paced
work activities were interspersed with bits of social talk. When some-
thing immediate interrupted a conversation, it stopped, usually to be re-
sumed where it left off as soon as the work matters were attended to.
Sometimes I even had trouble following the threads of communication
and humor. One Floor Manager’s comment illustrates the pace and tone
of the office: In the midst of an enormously stressful and busy morning,
she noticed a song on the radio, and said laughingly, “I should be singing
that song, ‘I Ain’t No Superwoman.’” She added a few dance moves to her
work for a moment and carried on.

Floor Managers worked primarily from photocopied forms at-
tached to clipboards that they filled out each day as they completed
their work. The worksheets served as organizational tools, memory
aids and long-term records, to be boxed and stored for a prescribed
number of years. From my observations throughout the hotel, the com-
puters stored information on sales, purchases, personnel and payroll,
and guests and occupancy rather than any detailed records of daily
work. And unless each Floor Manager was equipped with a hand-held
computer, inputting such information would have been impractical
when there was already a paper record.

Each work sheet, called the Housekeeping Manager’s Report, was
laid out horizontally, with blanks for the manager’s name and date and
the floor number across the top, as seen in Figure 3.1. Below were five
columns, one per Room Attendant. Each column was headed with the
attendant’s name, followed below by a space to fill in total number of
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rooms, number of minus rooms (i.e., rooms that were already vacant
and clean), and number of plus rooms (additional rooms in another
area to make up for the minus, also called pick-up rooms). Below that
was a numbered list of 16 rooms in each column, with blanks for the
a.m. check, the p.m. check, and “notes.” The form reflected the work
organization for both Floor Managers and Room Attendants. Each col-
umn of 16 rooms was a section, one per Room Attendant. Each sheet
held five sections, covering all the rooms on one floor. Informally stan-
dardized codes were used to indicate room status for the a.m. and
p.m. checks. VD represented “vacant and dirty,” CO “check-out,” VC
“vacant and clean,” O “occupied,” and VP “vacant pick-up” (a room that
needed to be checked, generally because a guest had registered in it,
but moved to another one).

The Floor Manager’s reports just described were one of the key doc-
uments in a procedure called “clearing,” which took place every morn-
ing and afternoon in the basement housekeeping headquarters.
Shortly after the Room Attendants’ workday started, between 7 and 8,
the Floor Managers came in and prepared their own worksheets for
the day; they checked the 6:30 a.m. room status reports and special re-
quests, along with the log book confirming their floor assignments.
Then they went up on the floors to check the room status and supply
needs with each Room Attendant, who had verified their status as soon
as she arrived on the floor. Floor Managers then returned downstairs
to check and adjust room assignments against the Coordinator’s log
book. For example, some rooms in the early-morning computer status
report noted as vacant and clean may have become occupied in the in-
terim. Or vacant and clean rooms may have become VIP or rush
rooms, which Floor Managers would hear about in the office and have
to inform the Room Attendant about.

At clearing time, Floor Managers lined up to meet with the Coordi-
nator (usually people did other work until they could claim a place
right after the clearing). When each turn came to clear, the Coordina-
tor and Floor Manager sat down one to one, each with their list of
rooms, and verbally confirmed or modified each room assignment.
When I talked with them about the need to do such detailed cross-
checking, they all said it was important not to make any mistakes,
for errors could have serious consequences such as a room “comp”
(complimentary to guests because of a serious error on the part of
the hotel), or a grievance from the vigilant unionized Room Atten-
dants. Their discussion about coordination of the Report sheets and
the log book was careful and attentive, as can be seen in the excerpt
that follows. They worked together to ensure that each Room Atten-
dant had 16 rooms, that all the rooms needing cleaning were cov-
ered, and that both their lists matched exactly. As they talked, they
each wrote on their work papers and made changes in what they’d
written previously.
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FIG. 3.1. Housekeeping manager’s report. This figure is a composite from similar original documents adapted by the authors to preserve anonymity.



FM: Renata, I have to clear now. [She sits down.]
C: 12th floor, 10 rooms [available to clean]
FM: 55 to 83. I have 10.
C: Pick up 58, 82, 78, 75, 71, 73.
FM: [Repeats them back to her with the RA’s name, Fima, who

will be assigned to them, and writes numbers on her sheet
in the RA’s “plus” column]. 71, 73, 75, 77, 79, 83. Myna
needs 5.

C: On the 5th?
FM: Yes, 55 … ?
C: Give her 21, 47, 49, 51, 53.
FM: [Repeats the numbers back to Renata and writes them in]

… [for] Zelma, I need 2. You give her 67, 68?
C: 67, 69.
[They both use white-out to make deletions. Otherwise the sheets
can become impossible to read.]

This back-and-forth talk and writing might have appeared tedious,
but I could see that it seemed to help them both concentrate on the task
without losing their places. It also helped them catch errors. And con-
sidering the amount of distraction and interruption in the office, it
would have been easy to lose track of the details.

Besides the daily worksheets and extra print materials such as Do
Not Disturb signs, on their clipboards Floor Managers also carried
room inspection forms that they were to fill out before their shift
ended. Of course they checked rooms after the Room Attendants
cleaned, but generally on an informal basis because they were rushed
to complete all check-outs by 3 p.m.

Floor Managers, like other front-line employees in the hotel, were
subjects of recorded evaluations. Some were regular reports by their
supervisors, but there were also charts on the inside of their back of-
fice door, with all instances of rooms “comped,” the reasons and the
names of Room Attendants and Floor Managers responsible for the
rooms. I was struck by a chart that displayed names of workers re-
sponsible for guest complaints and lost revenue. But little attention
seemed to be paid to it. Finally I asked. One Floor Manager told me
they didn’t care. They did their jobs the best they could. Another said
she knew her job and others who didn’t know the pressures they
worked under shouldn’t evaluate them. One time in a briefing meeting,
a recent room comp was mentioned and some looked over at the chart.
But the attitude among the employees seemed to be that there was so
much pressure, mistakes couldn’t be helped. Everyone made them oc-
casionally. One of the Coordinators volunteered to me that she made
errors every day and couldn’t live without her white-out and the others
to catch things for her. For the first 3–4 hours in the morning she was
unable to leave her desk, even to visit the washroom. Generally, the
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Floor Managers and Coordinators who worked in the Housekeeping
Department were not intimidated by evaluation documents. They may
have been resentful when they felt they were unfairly given a negative
evaluation, but they knew that stress leads to errors, and they did their
best to avoid them.

The reaction of the Floor Managers could be interpreted in several
ways. At first glance, it was unexpected. A display of individual errors
for coworkers and others to see would seem to be humiliating. I imag-
ined that the managers’ intention in displaying this chart would be to
pressure employees to improve, to avoid such humiliation. If the inten-
tion were to correct mistakes, rather than blame individuals, I would
not expect people’s names to be highlighted, as they were; instead the
nature of the problem would be emphasized. Yet in this case, the Floor
Managers turned the managers’ power and control on its head. They
refused to engage in the blame, for they knew that errors were inevita-
ble for all of them. But their resistance may have come with a price. Top
managers still had the power of individual job review, and in at least
one case I learned of, they used that power in ways the Floor Managers
saw as unfairly negative. An atmosphere of uncomfortable resentment
and uncertainty arose in the presence of the top department managers,
one that could not have enhanced the work conditions.

Room Attendants

Room Attendants, or “Ladies,” were unionized workers who cleaned
16 rooms a day. They were trained to clean rooms following a particu-
lar order, according to certain standards. Nearly all of the training was
“show and tell,” as the hotel described it. They had to keep the supplies
on their “jeep” stocked, document their work, call in room problems
and room status changes, and keep their Floor Manager informed of
the state of the rooms covered. They did a thorough “housecleaning” of
one or two rooms on a rotating basis, and their work was inspected ev-
ery day.

Many were not native speakers of English, and in fact their English
was limited. The hotel was aware of the Room Attendants’ English diffi-
culties and what they saw as limited educational backgrounds. Ac-
cordingly, they incorporated little print material into their work
responsibilities. Room Attendants signed in and out when they began
and ended their shifts. They received a list of rooms to clean each day,
with coded jargon representing room status that they had to learn. As
they cleaned each room, they punched in a telephone code that input
directly to the central computer. In addition, they checked off the
rooms they finished on their assignment sheet.

However, they were the subject of much documentation. Floor Man-
agers checked Room Attendants’ progress and work several times a
day and did random formal inspections, according to checklists of
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items with predetermined scores. Scores were tallied, and each month
Room Attendants with low scores needed to be “retrained.” However,
when I asked one Room Attendant about the monthly scores and the
graphs displayed on the wall in the back room of the office, she ap-
peared not to know. She said she’d never seen or heard of it, and it
never affected her. When there were changes in procedures, and train-
ing took place or information was given, Room Attendants had to sign
off on a document that confirmed they had received and understood
their instructions. Sometimes they were straightforward: “Clean
drains, tiles and fan.” Other times they were more complicated, with
less everyday language: “Professionalism. Cream of the Crop. We ex-
pect it from all our employees to act in a very professional manner at all
times” [sic]. If employees didn’t fully understand what they signed off,
they were placed at a disadvantage.

Even though literacy activities were downplayed as part of Room
Attendants’ jobs, texts became objects of power in the tensions be-
tween the supervising Floor Managers and Room Attendants. Every
Room Attendant I spoke with alluded to or spoke openly about the
physical demands and heavy workload of their jobs. Indeed, when I
shadowed these workers, I was impressed by their speed, efficiency,
and endurance, and the need for these attributes to do the job well. At
the same time, everyone in the hotel was aware of the demeaning na-
ture of the work, and I frequently heard acknowledgment of their
hard work and contribution to the hotel. But they seemed to get little
concrete support.

In everyday interactions, the higher status of the Floor Managers
who closely monitored them was evident, their notebooks one mark of
their power. Room Attendants also had working checklists that they
were supposed to fill out, indicating which rooms they had finished
and their status. Yet when I shadowed the Floor Managers, I frequently
noticed that Room Attendants hadn’t marked their checklists. Floor
Managers would approach the attendant’s jeep, parked across the
doorway of the room being cleaned, look for the checklist, and call out
to the attendant to come and talk. The manager asked for the checklist
if it wasn’t visible, and often commented on the lack of information
filled out. Some managers placed the list on their notebook and filled it
out; others directed attendants to fill it out in front of them. Meanwhile,
they discussed the status of all the rooms on the floor, and in this face-
to-face interaction most of the information was exchanged.

In other words, checking off the Room Attendants’ checklists
seemed almost superfluous, for most information was exchanged
orally, and then noted on Floor Managers’ report sheets. Room Atten-
dants also punched telephone codes into the computer as they finished
each room, later checked by the Floor Managers. Floor Managers also
used room checklists to write in additional jobs, such as “housekeep-
ing rooms,” which had to be fully cleaned on a rotating basis. And at-
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tendants often responded by telling supervisors they were missing
supplies, or that there were room problems that hadn’t been fixed,
which gave Floor Managers additional work. I observed these kinds of
turn-taking responses, where each added work for the other or in
some way controlled the other, several times. Where the Floor Man-
agers had the power to control through paperwork, the Room Atten-
dants had the power of resisting paperwork and claiming the need for
resources to do their work.

Floor Managers sometimes also helped Room Attendants fill out ac-
cident forms. I observed one instance during my stay in the House-
keeping Department. The Floor Manager held the form while
interviewing the Room Attendant across a counter. The attendant had
bruised her arm, and the manager was asking questions to fill in an-
swers on the form. When the question about seeing a doctor arose, the
attendant said she didn’t know; she might see a doctor if her bruised
arm didn’t get better. The form had boxes to check, either “yes” or “no.”
The manager checked “yes.” Clearly the form couldn’t capture the an-
swer, but the manager’s answer was her own interpretation of the at-
tendant’s response. It may not have been the attendant’s choice. The
point is that while The Urban Hotel carefully worked to ensure mini-
mal literacy demands on Room Attendants as they completed their ev-
eryday tasks, other documentation important to their work conditions
and their evaluations were less accessible. As a result, they had less
control over their working lives and less opportunity to promote them-
selves than others did.

Guest Service Agents

Guest Service Agents worked at the check-in desks and were responsi-
ble for checking in and checking out guests. GSAs were mostly young,
mostly women, mostly single and recently out of postsecondary educa-
tion, but they were diverse ethnically and racially. Their jobs were rec-
ognized as highly stressful, for they made the first impression on
guests and they tended to “take the brunt of everything,” as the Execu-
tive Manager put it. The GSAs told me they learned through training,
shadowing others and practice. It was confusing at first and took some
days to understand, then a few weeks to feel comfortable. Several told
me the training wasn’t sufficient. It had recently been cut back from 2
weeks, and even that wasn’t enough time to learn everything they
needed to know.

GSAs stood for their entire shifts at a wicket facing the guests. On
their side of the wicket, at a long work counter below the level of the
guest counter, was their equipment. Guests saw none of this unless
they stood up close and leaned over the wicket. All they saw was the
smiling face and upper torso of the agent. The agents stood directly in
front of a keyboard, with the monitor placed slightly to the side, so they
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could look at it and at the guest only by shifting their gaze. Within their
reach were a telephone, a keypunching machine to magnetize room
key cards, a credit card swipe, small information sheets with mini-bar
price lists and parking rates, a list of recent changes in computer com-
mands, small pads of paper and pens. A file facing them contained bro-
chures and fliers to give guests, such as sales tax rebates for
international tourists or parking chits. A printer was located between
each station just below the desk, so that the agents only needed to bend
slightly and reach down to retrieve a guest invoice or check-in “folio.”
In other words, an uncomplicated guest transaction could be com-
pleted without losing eye contact with the guest.

When I first shadowed GSAs, standing slightly behind them and to
one side, I was stunned by the speed of their computer work. Figure
3.2 shows one of the many screens the GSAs worked with.

Screens seemed to flash past; the agents entered data while talking
and smiling at each guest. They barely looked at the screen. They were
poised and attractive. As a guest approached their wicket in the line,
they leaned forward slightly, caught the guest’s eye, and smiled, then
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greeted the guest, quickly ascertaining whether it was a check-in or
check-out. They asked the name or room number, entered it, and then
began a ritual “conversation” as they filled in information on the data-
base screen in front of them, culminating in a print-out of the bill or a
check-in card, which they folded precisely so that the hotel logo was
displayed right-side-up to the guest. They explained each bit of infor-
mation to the guest with the same smile, slight forward lean, and often
slight tilt of the head. Although standing so long was extremely painful,
they were not allowed to twist their feet around, lean on the counter, or
slouch. When I left for a break to sit down early in my observation, they
knew immediately why, and told me to wear support stockings and try
to stand on the thick rubber mats placed at each station.

During the first week, I was certain that mastering the computer was
the most challenging part of the job. Not only was I unable to track their
keyboard action, at the same time they frequently asked each other for
advice if they needed to do something out of the ordinary. Such occa-
sions might be if they needed to split a bill for people sharing a room, if
they had to calculate extra charges accumulated just before check-out,
or when a guest arrived with a coupon and the GSA didn’t know the
code to punch in to subtract it from the bill. One complained that the
system was constantly being improved, and that meant there was al-
ways something new to learn about the computer. Sometimes they re-
ceived notices, but sometimes not, and they relied on each other to
share knowledge of how to do things.9

But when I asked the GSAs what was most challenging, they said that
the computer was actually an organizational aid. It cued them as they
followed through the procedures for check-in and check-out. They said
their challenge was difficult guests. Once I observed a woman check out
with a movie charge that appeared on her room screen. The GSA
printed out the bill and the guest objected. When the agent asked if her
roommate had watched movies, or if she had inadvertently put one on,
but failed to cancel it before going out, she became adamant and angry.
The GSA was apologetic, but wondered why it appeared on the screen.
Could the guest ask the roommate. The guest became angrier when the
roommate appeared. The guest asked her if she had watched movies,
and she cheerfully answered that she’d seen two late at night when she
couldn’t sleep. Afterward the agent told me she feared that the woman
would demand to see the manager, and if she did the manager would al-
ways please the guest, but that she was only trying to protect the hotel,
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her employer. She and others mentioned this frustrating difficulty. One
told me her strategy was as soon as the guest asked to see the manager,
she would give them whatever they wanted.

Others told me of the conflict built into their jobs, that hotels, like air-
lines, overbook rooms because people frequently cancel at the last min-
ute or just don’t show up. Specific rooms were also not blocked in
advance. That meant that agents could be faced with a guest who had re-
served a particular type of room, asked about room preferences by the
reservation desk, but the room might not be available on arrival. The
room might also not be available if the guest arrived before 3 p.m. be-
cause the Room Attendants had not had time to clean it. In any of these
cases, the GSA had to find an acceptable room for the guest. They called
up a room status report screen on the computer, and scrolled through
the lists of available rooms, until they found one the guest would accept.

In these ways, computing as a literacy practice supported the GSAs’
work. It helped them to solve problems and to keep track of their
tasks. There was another side to the computer as record keeper, how-
ever. It automatically recorded each GSA’s entry in a guest transaction
by name. Some GSAs told me that if there was a question about any as-
pect of a guest’s stay, they could look through the records and ask the
GSA involved to clarify it. Additionally, managers were able to track the
work of each GSA. They could monitor the number of guests each GSA
processed, calculate averages and compare them to their coworkers.
GSAs thus contributed to policing themselves as they entering data
into the computer, as has been noted in other of our worksites studied.
Yet it seemed to be far in the background of the working day at the ho-
tel. No-one mentioned it or even seemed aware of it. Immediate con-
cerns about handling guests seemed consistently to take precedence
over all else. When there wasn’t a line at the check-in desk, GSAs had
several other duties, like filing room stubs and placing guest bro-
chures in slots at the desk. What’s more, “house counts,” the number
of rooms occupied, were calculated for each day and for several weeks
in advance, so that numbers of employees working at the desk varied
according to house counts. Flexible work schedules enabled the hotel
to adjust the number of GSAs on any given shift so that there were al-
ways just enough.

Delivering Quality: Employees’ Interpretations
of “Empowering Yourself to Satisfy the Guest”

Although managers expressed concern about communicating the
quality message by simplifying it and using multiple modes of indoctri-
nation, the message delivered to employees tended not to be taken up
as wholeheartedly and precisely as they hoped. In fact, the more deter-
mined the message, and the more rigidly behavior and identity seemed
to be regulated, the less the employees seemed to follow it.
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At the Front Desk, for example, I noticed that several key standards
were regularly ignored. Certainly the employees knew about them.
Their ID cards all had the standards written on them. The key stan-
dards were posted prominently in the back office, and a manager indi-
vidually quizzed Guest Service Agents on them. No-one mocked the
standards or openly resisted them. They simply didn’t use them.

The least used standard was mentioning the guest’s name. Almost
no-one did so, unless they were verifying the data from their terminal.
Several times I mentioned to a GSA during a lull that I noticed few peo-
ple used guest names; they usually answered for themselves, in such a
forthright way that I got the impression they didn’t feel they were really
doing anything wrong. The consensus seemed to be that working un-
der extreme pressure, they didn’t want to mispronounce a name or use
the wrong name, because the guests came along so fast, they all be-
came a blur after a while. If it wasn’t too busy, they often said they’d
make a stab at a potentially difficult pronunciation, with a question in
their voice, and ask for confirmation from the guest. However, when I
was with a small group, one agent said she found it artificial to use a
guest’s name three times, and that in her judgment, some guests could
become annoyed if you kept repeating their names. The others in the
group agreed.

The Key Standard greeting throughout the hotel was “Good Morn-
ing” (or “Afternoon” or “Evening”). It was documented and posted as
signage in many places. It was written as part of the formulaic greeting
required when answering the phone or recording phone mail greetings
and it was mandatory when greeting guests face to face. Yet it was only
sporadically followed at the Front Desk. When I observed Front Desk
training for Guest Service Agents, on our second day, the trainer asked
the women what they’d noticed when they observed the GSAs at work.
One pointed out the different personalities and styles of interaction
with guests, noting there were “lots of ‘Hi’s.” Another nodded and
added that greetings were not always according to protocol. The
trainer was disturbed, and replied that it was more than a word. “Hi”
may be friendly, he said, but it was not up to hotel standards. Stan-
dards demanded “Good morning, afternoon, or evening. How may I
help you?”

When I later spoke to GSAs at the desk about the greetings, the an-
swer was generally that the hotel greeting didn’t seem natural, espe-
cially when it had to be repeated over and over. They spoke without
rancor, but in a confident, matter-of-fact tone. Ironically, according to
Harold, the Executive Manager in charge of rooms, the feedback from
guests in the past had been that hotel employees weren’t friendly
enough; they seemed too robotic. Moreover, the hotel was clearly in-
terested in screening potential employees for their personalities, in-
stead of just their technical skills. The GSAs may have been
responding to that guest complaint, but my sense was that they were
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empowering themselves to please the guests in their own way. And
their application of empowerment went far beyond the limited mea-
sures defined by managers. They felt they were using their best judg-
ment and flexibility in handling the pressures of their work, while still
ensuring guest satisfaction.

Near the end of my study, I saw a large wall display at the basement
stairs with employee photos mounted on cut-out paper stars. Their
names were printed below the photos, along with a number. Through-
out the hotel, when employees expressed frustration about their man-
agers or resisted some specific work or policy, they identified the issue
as “guest satisfaction.” When they deviated from official written proce-
dures, they justified their action with reference to their own experience
and expertise at doing the job to ensure guest satisfaction. In other
words, what may have at times appeared as resistance often seemed to
have another meaning for front-line employees. I never observed em-
ployees who had not invested some pride in their individual work or
who resisted work, although they may have existed. Actually, in the
Housekeeping Department, the most serious insult among co-workers
was laziness. I interpreted any resistance as an underlying desire for
autonomy, the freedom to be self-governing on the job and to be valued
for performing the job well rather than being owned by the hotel. Em-
ployees were not averse to satisfying guests’ needs; they seemed genu-
inely to take pleasure and pride in it.

Several examples will illustrate this. First, turnover at the Front
Desk was very high, which the directors I spoke to recognized as a
problem. They attributed it to the high stress levels of the job. When I
was observing at the Front Desk, only two of the GSAs hinted that inter-
nal problems may have contributed to the high turnover rate. Much
later, in another department, a unionized employee told me it was the
irregular, unreasonable hours that Front Desk employees were ex-
pected to keep. In the context of appreciation for her own regular work
hours, she pointed out to me the high proportion of young, single
GSAs. She said it was nearly impossible to have a family as a GSA be-
cause of the unpredictable hours. As nonunionized workers, they had
no specific contract as the unionized employees did. The Front Desk
managers, faced with changing house counts, juggled hours and per-
sonnel to meet projected and last-minute check-in and check-out
needs. Sometimes young women unexpectedly had to work till one or
two in the morning, and were not given cab fare home. When she told
me, I recalled GSAs jokingly mentioning that they had come into work
on the wrong day, or having to come into the office during off times to
see what their work schedules were.

How could this high turnover tally with the notion that employees
want to do a good job? I’d surmise that those who quit see working con-
ditions as overwhelming, and leave with the hope they can find better
conditions elsewhere, where they can apply themselves to their work.
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In each of the other departments I observed, I saw evidence of resis-
tance to these kinds of expectations. In the Housekeeping Department, I
observed a very experienced Coordinator resist a directive from her
manager in order to protect Room Attendants. Once at midday, when
there seemed to be a shortage of Room Attendants for a rising house
count, the manager ordered a Coordinator to call one or two from the se-
niority chart for work immediately. After the manager left the room, the
Coordinator called, asking for attendants to come at mid-afternoon, ex-
plaining the house count situation. When a nearby Floor Manager asked
if the Coordinator had called for them to come in right away, she an-
swered that Room Attendants had lives, too. They couldn’t just stop ev-
erything and come in immediately, especially when some of them lived
far away. They might be in the middle of preparing dinner, or something
else. Yet when her manager questioned her, she stared silently for a mo-
ment, and then answered that she hadn’t, that she couldn’t reach them
to come immediately. The expression of irritation on the manager’s face
suggested to me that she thought little of the Coordinator.

This event was particularly poignant to me because the manager
was a White Anglo-Canadian woman, the Coordinator an older
Afro-Caribbean immigrant. If the Coordinator had argued with the
manager, she could have appeared insubordinate or been vulnerable
to accusations of jeopardizing the hotel’s needs. In settings like this,
where there were local tension and power differences between racially
distinct groups, racial stereotypes and discrimination were potentially
intensified.10

The third example took place between a unionized Table Attendant
and the Café Manager. Jill, the manager, approached Keri to ask if she
would work until closing (midnight) because she’d just found out that
the house jumped by 700 that night. Keri agreed to consider it, but
later said she thought about it and would not work late. She didn’t like
when it kept happening so often. She had no time to arrange for some-
one to pick her up and didn’t want to go home alone so late. At the same
time she told Jill she felt very guilty because it meant she let down a
co-worker who would have to close alone. (Managers went home about
10 or 11.) But Keri added that these kinds of requests meant that in the
hotel’s view, she didn’t have a life, that her life didn’t count. She contin-
ued saying that it happened too much. Once in a while was okay. It hap-
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pened to others, too, but she was sick of it. Keri said all of this
unemotionally, in a matter-of-fact tone to Jill, in the presence of an-
other attendant and me. She gave an example of the last time a guest
came in just at closing, and wanted one small thing, but then she had to
get take out supplies and it all took her over 20 minutes, so she was
much later. There was then some disagreement about promised policy
changes, with Keri reminding Jill that it had been agreed at a recent
meeting that two people would always close together.

Jill began to explain that the hotel needed Keri because of the sud-
den jump in the house count, a development the hotel didn’t know be-
forehand. Jill assured her they would have told her if they knew. Keri
repeated the need for two people regularly. Jill began to appear an-
noyed and said, “Okay, we can call people in and then let them go when
it’s not too busy, let a person go who has less seniority; they won’t get
their hours. I’ll talk to Dave [the senior manager].” As Jill and I left, she
told me that now I could see that “they just don’t get the big picture, we
should go into the minus situation? We can’t do that.”

The first example was general turnover, the second telephoning, the
third working overtime. Yet I see them all as illustrations of the context
of literacy practices in the hotel, underlying issues of power and auton-
omy, respect, dignity, and engagement in one’s working life. The follow-
ing story of conflict over literacy practices in the Housekeeping
Department shows more clearly how these issues were interwoven
with literacy issues.

OUTSIDERS, JOB AUTONOMY AND OWNERSHIP11

When I first arrived in the Housekeeping Department, the atmosphere
was warm and friendly. I quickly met and spoke to many people. How-
ever, Mark, a White man in his 40s, seemed apart from the group. He
wore his own black suit, shirt and tie, indicating manager status, but
no name tag. When I asked one of the women, Adrian, who he was, she
answered that he’d worked in the department many years before as a
manager, left, and recently returned, but it wasn’t exactly clear why.
Adrian, a Room Attendant and ex-union steward temporarily helping
in the office because of an injury, told me he had not been popular. She
said Mark had accused another Room Attendant of not vacuuming the
carpet, when Adrian herself had been on the floor and seen the job
completed. Mark applied sticky tape to the carpet, and when it picked
up a hair, he claimed that as evidence the room hadn’t been vacuumed.
But Adrian, having witnessed the vacuuming, told him to get a better
vacuum.
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I later learned that Mark was an external consultant, hired by the
Executive Housekeeper to recommend and oversee job restructuring
in the department, particularly the Floor Managers. When offered the
job, he took it on eagerly, and as he said to me:

I’m sort of getting things straightened out, which I’m more than willing to
do … [the Executive Housekeeper] knows me as a straight shooter. If the
pipe was red I say it’s red, I’m not going to tell you, “Well it could be red, it
could be orange, what do you want?” I’ll tell you it’s red. If you got a prob-
lem with that, well.… Her role was that she can take [my recommenda-
tion] as feedback and do what she wants with it, or not take it, which
makes it kind of fun.

He compared Floor Managers’ jobs in his day to now: “It wasn’t per-
fect in my time, but there was a lot more responsibility as a manager.”

In the weeks that followed I observed Mark closely shadowing the
Floor Managers and Coordinators, working in the office, and becom-
ing the object of great resentment. He tried to participate in the every-
day banter of the office, but his jokes and commentary fell flat. No-one
responded. He was the object of joking, as I overheard between
Caretta, a Coordinator, and Robert, one of the Floor Managers:

R: How’s your friend here?
C: My friend was here. My friend was keeping watch, like the wise

men keep watch over Baby Jesus.
R: He’s from Russia, From Russia with Love. He’s Dr. No.
Caretta and Robert laughed and moved on to other work.

Mark’s position as an outsider was not just a result of his official job
or employee resentment at being so closely monitored. His reputation
was built as much by his own actions. In an interview with me, he re-
ferred to several of the women office workers in ways that diminished
their job experience and expertise. He referred to Lily, the woman who
was in charge of Housekeeping payroll (the only department with a
separate payroll office), as “a very good file clerk.” He referred to the
middle-aged Coordinators as “young ladies who’ve been doing the job
for 20 years … [who were] not going to change.” He physically inter-
vened in work activities, including documentation practices. One time
I observed him place his hand on Robert’s to stop him from writing,
saying “No” as Robert was about to check off an item on his House-
keeping Report. Apparently Robert had forgotten to ask the Room At-
tendant a question. Floor Managers complained that he grabbed
papers out of their hands.

Resistance to Mark and Marg (the Housekeeping Manager) as man-
agers seemed to peak around changes in documentation practices that
Mark initiated and Marg attempted to enforce. Mark restructured
Floor Managers’ and Coordinators’ paperwork so that the Floor Man-
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agers could be more involved on the floors, rather than in the base-
ment housekeeping office. I believe the resistance arose partly from
their being outsiders to the community of employees. It wasn’t so much
that the managers were outside an ethno-cultural boundary; they may
have seen their distance as part of a natural hierarchy. The workers,
however, interpreted it as disrespect and ignorance.

The Room Standards Problem

Mark had been called into the hotel to help solve a problem of “quality
control” that managers had pinpointed stemming from Floor Man-
agers. Others besides Mark had alluded to such a problem. One of the
Coordinators, Caretta, who had worked up from Room Attendant
through Floor Manager to her current position, told me something was
wrong, but it wasn’t clear to her what. The rooms were “not up to stan-
dards.” When she was a Floor Manager, they were called “supervisors”
and their jobs were spelled out in much greater detail. She added that
they spent more time on the floors working. In addition, she made a
comment that I took to be a reference to Marg as well as to some of the
Floor Managers: “You can’t have people just out of school telling people
who’ve worked here 10 or 12 years how to do their jobs.” One of the
Floor Managers told me that they’d been accused of “wasting time” on
the job, insisting that they worked hard.

One of the sources of problems that Floor Managers themselves
identified was VIP rooms because they had to spend extra time to set
up the rooms, and collect and deliver the extras. The VIP rooms could
not be neglected, and they were seldom blocked (assigned by Front
Desk) in advance. So throughout the day, Floor Managers had to moni-
tor upcoming VIP rooms and prepare them in time for the guests’ ar-
rival. Another responsibility that took a large part of their work day
seemed to be the amount of paperwork they were required to do, which
took precedence over the time they could spend inspecting rooms and
supporting the Room Attendants. The paperwork was not superflu-
ous. If room cleaning was inaccurately documented, or inaccurately
put into the computer either by Room Attendants or Guest Service
Agents, consequences could be costly for the hotel. Floor Managers
had to double-check the room status reports, by visual inspection and
by Room Attendant confirmation. Room conditions were taken seri-
ously; as mentioned, if the hotel was seen as responsible, guests re-
ceived various compensations.

Two Solutions to the Problem

One of the key paperwork tasks was the “clearing” process described
earlier (see “Floor Managers”). When I had talked to Floor Managers
about the need to do the detailed cross-checking they did, they all said
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it was important to prevent mistakes, for errors could have serious
consequences such as a room comp or a grievance from the vigilant
unionized Room Attendants. Shortly after I arrived, Mark redesigned
the clearing procedure. According to Marg, it had been taking as long
as 45 minutes. Mark’s plan would eliminate the waiting time for clear-
ing and the laborious face-to-face oral cross-checking. The new way
was for half the managers to come downstairs promptly at 9:15, drop
off their reporting sheets with the Coordinator, take their break, attend
the briefing meeting, and pick up their modified sheets on their way
back to the floors. The other half would take their break at the end of
the briefing meeting, thus staggering the times for the Coordinator to
check them over and make sure her statistics matched the Floor Man-
agers’. There would be no more face-to-face interaction with the paper-
work. Widespread anger resulted. Some seemed to ignore it. Others,
like Robert, muttered, “We have to have communication.”

Generally the Floor Managers told me the new system wouldn’t work,
that it would cause mistakes. Everyone had slightly different ways of
writing in their notes, for they wrote their notes on the reports mostly for
themselves to use as working documents. And Caretta wouldn’t be able
to decipher everyone’s records. For example, I noticed that Caretta
sometimes used sets of dots rather than letters to indicate room status.
One dot represented an occupied room, two dots a check-out room. She
sometimes tallied up types of rooms at the bottom of the forms with
these marks, or she entered the dots, expecting the Floor Managers to
tally the counts beside them. However, not all the managers made use of
the system. In fact, I once asked a Floor Manager what the dots meant,
and he replied that they meant nothing. Other objections related to the
constant distractions of the office. The managers and Caretta knew that
it was easy to make mistakes when work was rushed and frequently in-
terrupted by people, telephones and beepers. Only one Floor Manager,
Slabodanka, an East European Canadian woman, said loudly in the of-
fice that she liked it because it saved time. Yet she was also frequently at
odds with most of the other Floor Managers. Whether she pushed past
someone without excusing herself, or made a sharp, insulting comment,
she was also often on the edge of the group. All the other Floor Managers
I spoke to said it wasn’t practical.

Anger was high at one briefing meeting I attended. The Floor Man-
agers were unusually quiet as they got ready for the meeting. But when
they found Mark was absent, they spoke out angrily about his rude, ar-
rogant working style and the impracticality of the new procedure. They
objected to the rigidity of the timing as the first issue. Carol spoke first,
her posture tense and voice louder than usual: “I find [if] I have more
rooms, I can’t get downstairs in time. If I go upstairs and it’s a split sec-
tion [rooms on different floors], you don’t know.” Marg asked why. An-
other answered, “Because we don’t know.” Several others spoke
vehemently about Mark. Carol said he treated them and talked to them
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“like pigs.” Slabodanka said he told her to “just get started” when she
arrived in the morning, rather than greeting her. Estelle reported that
he “grabbed” her report when she brought it in, saying, “Give it to me.”

Marg gave them all a chance to speak, but she was firm. She seemed
to be referring to Carol’s objection as an exception when she re-
sponded, “Let’s not talk about things that happen once in a while, like
pick-up rooms [rooms from other floors added to Room Attendants’
assignments to total 16]. Let’s talk about the regular things and then
deal with exceptions. We can’t organize for exceptions.” She reminded
them that “Change is part of life. You can’t be negative and not say it
won’t work, but talk about how you can make it work.… It’s going to
take some time to adjust. For one, you need to come in on time ready to
work, be more organized.” She compared them to the Room Atten-
dants, who were required to be in uniform and ready to go on the floors
at their starting time. She added, “Change was inevitable. If you don’t
like it, maybe this isn’t the place for you to work.” At 10:00 she looked
at the clock, broke off the discussion, and said she was due at another
meeting. As they left the room, I heard Carol say, “With this attitude,
people will rebel.” Someone else said, “Maybe they don’t want us here.”

I began observing on the floors and didn’t see the clearing process
for a few weeks. When I returned to the department, no-one was follow-
ing the new procedure. Giselle, one of the Floor Managers, told me “no-
body did it.” According to her, Mark was just showing off. Estelle told
me it wouldn’t work; it would have caused too many mistakes.

Some time later, Giselle also designed a new work form to overcome
some of the ongoing problems with common types of room com-
plaints. She first presented her form at a briefing meeting, arranged in
advance with Marg. She took the floor at the beginning of the meeting
and passed out the photocopied forms. She had researched the kinds
of complaints that occurred most often, and made a chart to create a
rotational cleaning scheme, titled the “90 Day Rotational Cleaning Pro-
gram.” She presented it for feedback at a morning staff meeting. The
chart was a checklist, laid out horizontally on a legal-size sheet with 40
single cleaning tasks listed in the left column and dates following along
to the right. The idea was that Room Attendants would add one task to
their regular room cleaning chores, go through the list until all the
tasks were finished, then begin the cycle again. The rest of the Floor
Manager staff received her new document favorably, some offering
small corrections, for example, that the Housemen took care of the bal-
conies. They all agreed to try it out. They would try one task a day.
Carol suggested they begin with the bathtub drains, where she had
“seen some big old frogs.” The following week I asked how the program
was going, and was told it was working fine. Giselle was not happy,
though. She said she “put lots of time in” working on the chart. It was
“good for the hotel, good for everyone,” but Marg had rated her only 4
out of 5 points for her work. She repeated what others had said about
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Marg as lacking job knowledge with regard to the annual “incentive
plan.” She said they were rated at the end of the year by someone who
didn’t understand the job.

Like Mark, Giselle used documentation practices to address the
problem of room standards, but approached it from a different posi-
tion. Mark was an outsider, not liked or respected, who didn’t under-
stand how closely tied the office literacy practices were to the work they
were doing. They had established a system of working with their docu-
ments to minimize errors. The Coordinators’ and Floor Managers’
clearing procedures, although time-consuming, were effective at qual-
ity control. The employees knew that from their shared experience on
the job. Giselle, on the other hand, was an insider, worked the floors,
knew the others, and was close to them and their ways of working with
the documents. Mark streamlined the process of clearing, but he also
compromised the quality of the task, and he compounded an “us ver-
sus them” mentality in the department. As Giselle told me, they had
low morale.

Mark and Giselle also framed their solutions to the problem differ-
ently. The problem was the same: quality of room standards. Mark’s
solution focused on reducing time spent on paperwork so that the
Floor Managers could spend more time on the floor with the Room At-
tendants. Giselle’s solution was directed explicitly at the rooms. On
the surface it seemed a logical, straightforward approach. But in im-
plementation, she increased the amount of paperwork for the Floor
Managers and increased the workload for the Room Attendants. Her
solution reinforced the supervisory status of the managers, and the
subordinate, cleaning status of the Room Attendants. In addition to
doing more work, Room Attendants were formally told their new
tasks and had to sign off that they understood, and by implication ac-
cepted, the new responsibilities. At that time I was just finishing my
observations in the Housekeeping Department, and didn’t have the
opportunity to see the effects of Giselle’s plan among the Room Atten-
dants. However, this small twist in the outcomes of this story shows
that issues of power in the workplace were never simple, but complex
and dynamic.

Local Meanings, Power, Identity, and Autonomy

This example of contested local meanings and successful employee re-
sistance differs from those in the manufacturing sites where quality
control is achieved through standardized documentation. There, local
meanings of documentation can be seen as superfluous and risky to
line workers. Quality control through document practices in the
Housekeeping Office was considered essential to those most intimately
involved in documentation work. So in this sense, the Urban Hotel ex-
perience was often the flip side of the resistance in our manufacturing
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studies. However, the issue of contradictory or contested local mean-
ings seems common to all our studies. Employee subversion of em-
ployer policies has also been seen in other research, when workers’
local meanings and local knowledge of the job conflict with official pol-
icy (O’Connor, 1994, as cited in Prinsloo & Breier, 1996). Importantly,
in the hotel, workers’ own established practice assured quality con-
trol, whereas in their view, Mark’s meant “showing off.” Mark’s solu-
tion, on the other hand, was his answer to an efficiency problem, a
means of reducing “wasted time.” I’d like to outline several forces un-
derlying these local meanings.

The first was identity. The Floor Managers and Coordinators were
all working class but, through education or promotion, had positions
above the lowest ranking unionized workers. Their dominant racial
identity was African; most were African Caribbean, but others were Af-
rican Canadian and African European. Although I never heard allu-
sions to race, they shared a social identity of otherness in the white
Canadian Euro-dominant society. But they had much more in com-
mon than race and class. They shared the local discourse of the House-
keeping Office. In addition to their common dress, their clipboards
and white-out, and the daily responsibilities imposed by the hotel, they
shared greeting conventions, an easy interactive style, a degree of
openness about domestic life and a sense of humor that helped them
manage stress. They shared a sense of history in the hotel that materi-
alized through stories and knowledge shared by the long-term employ-
ees in the group. Their collective knowledge of hotel operations, past
problems and solutions gave them an edge over the more recently
hired Executive Housekeeper and Housekeeping Manager who en-
listed and supported Mark, both of whom belonged to the more elite,
idealized discourse of the top managers. They also seemed to share a
resentment of what they saw as an excessive workload and an unap-
preciative manager. Mark was clearly not a member of their discourse;
he was a White Anglo-Canadian who dressed differently, spoke and
joked differently, and acted in an aggressive manner with the others.

Other features in their working lives buttressed the solidarity en-
abled by race, class and their housekeeping discourse. The office loca-
tion in the hotel, in the middle of the basement, could be seen as
marginalizing, particularly in an industry where the “back of the
house” can carry connotations of menial, low-status labor. Yet this lo-
cation also offered housekeeping staff a degree of freedom from the
constraints on public appearance and behavior dictated throughout
the hotel. They were free to joke and laugh, to make noise, and even to
speak sharply to each other. Furthermore, they were not resented in
the hotel, but seemed acceptably construed as a pressured but affable
work group. Executive managers all spoke of the stress of hotel work,
the importance of humor and a consistently positive attitude toward
guest satisfaction.
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Autonomy and power were also interwoven in the story. Ironically,
although the housekeeping workers engaged in an act of resistance,
they demonstrated many of the qualities so highly promoted in the new
workplace discourse. In the jargon of workplace practice, we might
look at it as “occupying the contradictory space in the discourse of the
new work order,” similarly to the way Katz (2000) did in her research
on immigrants in the electronics industry. She maintained that Mexi-
can workers’ culturally preferred silence despite managers’ expecta-
tions for them to speak out was their way to straddle the company’s
“slippage” in articulating its own values about group membership. Al-
though the company valued group work, it was not clear about what
the groups were: the entire company, managers, or workers. Taking
this space may have reduced the risk they took in resisting. Likewise,
in The Urban Hotel, the workers invested in quality assurance, so
highly valued and relentlessly communicated, at the same time as they
defied the hierarchy. They could have continued grumbling but fol-
lowed orders, a less risky path. Yet their steadfast resistance to the new
procedure, not formally organized but arising from common local
knowledge, suggested a deep investment in the goal of guest satisfac-
tion and in the social solidarity of the group discourse. Their com-
ments that “We have to have communication” and their repeated
references to “causing too many mistakes” used the values of the hotel
to support their resistance.

The housekeeping group had created an autonomous workplace
culture, one that adopted some of the official hotel corporate image
and values, but fashioned them in their own local discourse. Moreover,
they exercised the power of their group to resist the hierarchical direc-
tives of the official hotel managers. I do not believe they “won” only be-
cause of their power and solidarity. Managers must have recognized
that they were right, that mistakes would result from the more stream-
lined clearing practice. For in the end, corporate managers in the new
workplace have much greater power over workers’ lives, when they
choose to exercise it.

WORKPLACE LITERACY AND LANGUAGE EDUCATION

As stated early in this chapter, The Urban Hotel was proud of its com-
mitment to education and training, guaranteeing every employee 12
hours of paid education per year. In the area of literacy, it sponsored
seminars and mini-courses for managers to improve their business
writing, as one manager proudly told me. It has also sponsored many
other kinds of workplace learning programs, including for speakers of
other languages. Every department has a designated manager whose
responsibilities include training. Both of the managers I observed as
trainers had worked their way up from the jobs they were training em-
ployees for. They knew the work firsthand. Most of the training I ob-
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served was on how to do the job, how to follow new procedures, or for
those who didn’t measure up on their daily inspections, how to im-
prove performance.

New employees were given general hotel orientation and several
days to a week of departmental training. They then spent time shadow-
ing an experienced employee before working on their own. I spent two
sessions in Guest Service Agent training for the front desk. Each day,
they met first in the café for coffee and a brief, informal discussion of
the previous lessons, and then moved on to the new day’s agenda. The
first day, the trainer showed and explained important features of the
hotel, then handed out booklets of hotel information summarizing the
tour, saying that he would quiz the four new GSAs on the information
the following day. The atmosphere was informal and friendly. We had
lunch together in one of the hotel restaurants, and were joined by an-
other manager. While they made small talk with us, they also retold en-
tertaining stories of past hotel Christmas parties or unexpected
encounters with guests.

A large chunk of training time was spent in the small basement
classroom on the Rooms database, which they would have to operate
as they engaged face to face with guests. They received both keyboard
command information and practice simulations. Once on the floor, all
the employees said they found the basement time invaluable, just like
the rest of the training, but they could have used more of it.

Like the new GSAs, I thought favorably of how training was orga-
nized. Although their initial time was spent off the floor, they had seen
the work site and had some idea of what they were facing. They knew
the relevance of what they were learning, and their time in the class-
room allowed for unpressured learning. The days they spent shadow-
ing other GSAs gave them time to observe more expert workers
“performing” in real time. I believe the social occasions served to initi-
ate trainees into the hotel world as much as the information and prac-
tice sessions. In these ways they were carefully guided and supported
as incoming members of the hotel community of practice. Literacy and
language were a natural, integrated part of that guidance. Ironically,
once Guest Service Agents finished their training, they would not be al-
lowed in the restaurants or the café, an issue around limited accessi-
bility to the ideal hotel world that also came up in other ways.

Another avenue for training and learning about the hotel was the
Quality Fairs. These events were planned by a committee of managers
and organized by other managers in each department. They consid-
ered the Quality Fairs a way to teach and reinforce their perspective on
the Quality Journey. The workers saw them as fun, but didn’t seem to
learn much. Although the fairs seemed to improve, the “learning” as-
pect of both the fairs I observed seemed based on traditional school
tests: complex, densely written text accompanied by comprehension
questions. There often seemed to be a misleading trick in the answer
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choices or in the text, for the managers stated they didn’t want it to be
too easy to win the prizes that went with the quizzes. Overall, those em-
ployees who searched the texts for answers to the questions didn’t
seem to see them as anything more than puzzles. Many were not able to
understand either the texts or the questions. Managers generally saw
the limited accessibility of texts, especially written directives, as an im-
portant “communication” challenge in the hotel. But it seemed they
had yet to deal fully with communication in the Quality Fairs.

What might they have done to be more effective educationally? Their
first answer was, as with all their communication problems, to the use
plain language and increased graphics. I believe these were necessary,
but not always sufficient. One modification that could have better in-
creased employee buy-in would be to involve all levels of the workplace
in organizing and participating in the Fairs, and thus in the Journey.
Learning might include finding out about everyone else’s responsibili-
ties. Literacy engagement in the hotel discourse could then be more
meaningful, and even more characteristic of what’s now talked about
as the “smart workforce” (Gerber & Lankshear, 2000). This would
draw on employees’ intimate knowledge with the challenges of their
work, and it could draw out creative approaches to problem-solving
from a greater range of resources than just the managers’ group. More-
over, it could serve as an impetus for greater participation in literacy
and greater accessibility to the ideal hotel discourse for all.

How could workplace educators best help improve the language and
literacy competence of the kinds of employees we’ve met at The Urban
Hotel? Two principles might guide their approach. The first would be
to engage learners in participating in their own learning, in context
with their work responsibilities. They might teach, explain, or evaluate
their own work. They might write their own job descriptions, peer-de-
signed training materials, job manuals, reporting documents and eval-
uation schemes. The second principle would be to educate employers
on the nature of literacy as a social practice. For, as we have seen at all
our work sites, a narrow view of literacy as simply being reading and
writing skills does not include how people interpret and act on texts,
because of the many meanings that texts hold in the workplace.

CONCLUSION

As at the beginning of my study, I saw The Urban Hotel as a vibrant,
thriving competitor in the globalized corporate world. Like many other
multinational corporations, the hotel had adopted a Quality Journey.
It aimed to meet the challenges of global competition by restructuring
the hotel culture and engaging employees in “buying into” the idealized
image, values and goals of the hotel. Like other corporations at the
turn of the millennium, many forms of literacy were central to the hotel
operation. Popular notions of the demands on literacy in the work-
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place define it as a need for enhanced skills of reading, writing, com-
puting and using other technologies. But this study of hotel literacy
practices has shown that literacy is multifaceted, interwoven into the
fabric of work activities, relationships, issues of power and identity,
and conflicting meanings.

The public face of the hotel was impressive in its attractive, re-
strained welcome, populated with confident, enthusiastic “hoteliers.”
Just beyond the public face of the hotel, in the “heart of the house,” the
many kinds of employees who work in the hotel were visible by their at-
tire. Likewise, beneath the surface appearances, these differences in
dress and manner indicated a range of local cultures, or discourses.
Although I was impressed with the dedication of nearly everyone I met
across the hotel, each local discourse had a distinct style of interacting,
a particular up-close knowledge of the fast-paced, stressful jobs they
do, and a slightly different way of acting out the Quality Journey. And in
each of these local cultures, literacy practices were also distinctive.

Overall, however, literacy practices in The Urban Hotel had two
functions. The meanings of texts and the ways they were used varied
within these functions. First, the hotel managers used texts to officially
manage employees, to bring them into line with hotel culture. The large
numbers of forms, policy documents, job descriptions, training docu-
ments, worksheets, inspirational posters and wall displays all served
this function. Generally, they were written in an abstract, dense style
familiar and meaningful to the managers’ culture, but less meaningful
to employees. Some of the texts, like sick-leave forms or daily work as-
signments, did have immediate relevance for employees’ working
lives, and they read and attended to them on their own or with help
from co-workers. Other texts were intended to communicate the Qual-
ity Journey, to regulate employees’ attitudes and behavior as members
of the quality culture. But when they were not seen as immediately
meaningful, they received much less attention than other texts. The
company’s hoped-for enculturation was diminished, as was the em-
ployees’ potential for upward job mobility. When employees faced vari-
ous guest demands, they acted somewhat independently to provide
what they saw as quality customer service, based on the situation at
hand. They didn’t seem to break the boundaries of what would be ac-
ceptable behavior, but they may have pushed the boundaries of regu-
lated behavior.

Second, work documents enabled employees to keep track of their
work and communicate guest and room status to others in the hotel.
These were tightly intertwined with the variety of tasks and decisions
workers had to handle as they fulfilled their work responsibilities. All
the workers I observed, no matter what their job was, had to know not
only how to do their jobs efficiently and effectively under pressure, but
also how to integrate a variety of literacy practices and technologies
into their work in order to do it well. The size of the hotel and the im-
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mediacy of feedback they received from guests, along with their local
knowledge of their jobs, contributed to their buy-in to documentation.
It served an immediate, meaningful need in their own enactment of
quality control and guest satisfaction. But when imposed practices
had little relevance to their lived experience on the job, employees
tended to resist.

What are the implications for understanding literacy practices in
terms of The Urban Hotel’s Quality Journey, or in other hotels and
workplaces with similar goals? It appears that simplifying the lan-
guage of the print messages would reach all employees more effec-
tively. That’s what the managers’ team thought, and many language and
literacy teachers would concur. But that answer also assumes that
communicating a message with abstract information about corporate
business strategies or lists of regulations is adequate to ensure buy-in.
Cleaners, dishwashers, and launderers saw that buy-in entailed
on-call working hours and “going the extra mile” (i.e., doing more work
than the job called for) for themselves and for managers. But they also
saw that while they got toast with jam and hot water in the basement,
managers got heavily discounted meals in the hotel restaurants. In
such conditions, employees bought in by doing their jobs with dignity
and their best judgment. They bought into literacy practices that
meaningfully enhanced their work and their sense of power and value
in the work they performed.
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4

Literacies at Work
in a Culture

of Documentation
Tracy A. Defoe

Walk with me into Metalco,1 where a kind of industrial magic takes
place, three shifts a day. Bars of solid metal are delivered here along
with hundreds of widgets, washers and springs. The metal is cut and
precisely shaped, and the bits all assembled into useful products that
sit in the guts of machines around the world. If you work mostly with
words, ideas or people like I do, the tangibility of Metalco’s products is
enticing. And the way things happen here is interesting. Metalco is an
example of a “new” workplace where literacies and documentation me-
diate participation in the work, and where external standards and
forces ascribe powerful meanings to those same documents as much
as individuals do. As we walk around we will see more people and
many more documents than you might expect. For every piece of paper,
every signboard or chart, there is an unseen world of data and docu-
mentation on the company Intranet. For every person there is a com-
plex story that we can only begin to understand. We visit Metalco at the
turn of the 21st century, a time of business expansion, purposeful
change and optimism for the new millennium.
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This chapter is about literacies at work, and how people communi-
cate through print in a high-tech manufacturing plant. I have tried to
put print communication into the context of the work culture at
Metalco to show the place of documentation at work from the point of
view of different groups of people, what we call the “local meanings.”
Through stories and comments from working life as I observed it, from
how people interact with print and with each other, we will see how cul-
ture and context create local meanings for literacy, and also how new
literacies affect work culture. More than that, we will see people learn-
ing. And the ways learning is supported here also tell us about the work
culture of Metalco.

Compared to the other workplaces used for our In-Sites research,
Metalco is farther down the road to being a high-performance work-
place. If not yet a learning organization, then it’s an organization learn-
ing, with the learning tied to literacies. A complexity of issues is
interwoven with print literacies in the evolving work culture of Metalco:
Growth, rapid change, participation, training, quality and communica-
tion are the ones I aim to uncover here. We will also hear from Metalco’s
managers. Their understandings of the complex issues are important
strands in reading work at Metalco. Global business forces are felt in the
managers’ offices and on the production floor. Metalco is part of a world
culture of quality programs,2 and with registration and compliance with
their standards comes a “culture of documentation.”

METALCO: HIGH-TECH MANUFACTURING

These stories take place in a high-tech industrial products company
striving for status as a “world-class” manufacturer. For Metalco man-
agers and engineers, “world-class” means achieving a list of quality
and process improvements and implementing the system to monitor
and maintain them. Metalco is a Canadian subsidiary of an American
multinational company, independent in some respects, tied to corpo-
rate strategies in others. World-class manufacturing goals are corpo-
rate as well as local. The Canadian and parent companies are pros-
perous and growing. The company’s products dominate niche mar-
kets around the world, but it is not a household name. Like the build-
ings that house Metalco in the suburbs of a Canadian city, the
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corporate stance is low profile and modest. About 350 people work in
this location, everyone from the senior executives to product design-
ers, engineers, managers, direct production workers, and marketers.
They design and make industrial parts and products from cast and
machined metal for customers worldwide. Rapid growth, changing
technology and ever-higher internal and external demands for reliabil-
ity and accuracy have shaped the social and literacy systems of this
unionized workplace.

Metalco has ongoing adult education opportunities for a range of
learning interests. In addition to manufacturing, technical and leader-
ship training, company managers support formal and informal adult
education in many forms. This includes spoken communication, writ-
ing and reading, basic computer skills and English language instruc-
tion for individuals and groups. Metalco has paid for English language
instructors and on-shift training for 5 of the past 10 years. As part of
the current mandate for learning support, skills for teaching and
learning, together with an emphasis on understanding, are part of the
Metalco concept of workplace education.

THE RESEARCHER

As a workplace educator turned researcher at Metalco, it was not easy
for me to blend in. I was a White, middle-aged, middle-class, English-
speaking, Canadian-born woman in a place where most people would
not identify themselves as more than one or two of those characteris-
tics. I adopted a sort of uniform of nondescript clothing, and tried to
move with the rhythm of the workday, but my autonomy set me apart.
Because I was not actually working at any one job, I was free to come
and go or move around the production floor in ways that only manag-
ers, engineers and perhaps office workers do. As a person paid for only
the work of my mind, not of my hands as well, I was set apart.

I don’t think people thought I was the first female manager, though.
If you asked people at Metalco what I did there, I expect there would be
a range of answers. Some people would say “teacher” because before
and after the research period at Metalco I taught clear writing, how to
use a computer, and how to communicate more effectively. Other peo-
ple might say I was a tutor or even a helper, and I know there would be
people who would say “consultant.” When I was collecting data, I met
dozens of people for the first time. They would say I was a researcher
perhaps, who had “got a job” and was helping out with training now.

At Metalco, consultants, students and even researchers are com-
monplace. A third of the people at Metalco who had been there more
than 10 years knew me and my colleague Mary as English as a second
language (ESL) teachers who had worked with everyone in the com-
pany on communications at a critical time in the company history. We
were there for two winters and springs in the 1990s when the company
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was registering for an international quality program. Then, as now,
Mary did more of the teaching, and I did more of the curriculum plan-
ning and reporting. We have both since expanded our practice beyond
communication and diversity. We are such a pair that people not only
call us by each other’s name, but merge our names into “Terry and
Macy” instead of Mary and Tracy.

During the 10 months I wore a researcher’s hat at Metalco, I was
careful to remind people when I was on site as a researcher, not an edu-
cator. I didn’t literally wear a research hat, but a gray zip-front jacket
with a metallic Ryerson University pin on it. As a researcher I always
wore very casual clothing, steel-toed shoes and safety glasses. Most of
the time I had a notepad at hand, and a denim bag with my tape re-
corder. I tried to blend in, and was not surprised when people would
walk by without stopping to talk. “I didn’t know it was you,” I was told
more than once. Being in research mode is a quiet observational state.
In contrast, as a workplace educator I favor brighter colored clothes
and always walk around to say hello to people when I arrive, just so
they know I am there if they want to talk to me. This research draws for
the most part on my notes and observations as a researcher, but also
on my prior relationships, experience and mind set as a workplace ed-
ucator. My deep background knowledge of this place all surfaces in
this tour of Metalco.

For most of my working life I have been an educator, and for the past
12 years an educator who focuses on learning at work. My everyday
work involves applied research that leads to curriculum development
or programs or support designed for the learning needs of specific
workers in a specific workplace. No two workplaces are exactly alike;
work cultures are local. I have found little routine in this work of un-
derstanding and helping to support those intersections of knowledge,
work and learning where people seek something other than specific
job training.

At Metalco the “something” was framed as communication. Ten
years ago, the engineers and quality-control staff were having a hard
time getting the concepts and requirements for a quality program de-
manded by a customer across to the people in the shop. Few of the
shop workers spoke or read English enough to participate easily in the
training for the new quality designation, so what began as a request for
ESL classes for volunteer shop workers became a companywide com-
munication project: the requested ESL classes, plus writing work-
shops and multicultural management workshops for people who had
supervisory and management jobs. Today at Metalco the “something”
is still communication, still tied with participation in a changing work-
place and keeping up with the customer demands for quality and stan-
dardization.

There are not many classes, though. Mary and I have tried to evolve
our practice to fit both Metalco and our understandings of adult learn-
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ing. We established one-on-one planning as the norm. We also adopted
the manufacturing notion of a “pull” system, talking about people
“pulling” learning support from us as they needed it. We started work-
ing with people at their work stations and experimented with shop
floor teaching for individuals and work groups. As before, we work
with everyone from machine operators, assemblers and packagers to
managers and engineers. We respond to the pull—the needs. We try to
be accessible and we report to a joint committee of people who also lis-
ten for needs and wants among their networks of co-workers.

In 1990, I almost never went into the production shop. Now I’m
there every day that I am on-site. In the “old days” we held classes and
invited engineers, managers and others in to answer questions or talk
about a topic of interest. Now we attend regular production meetings
and take part in planning individual and group learning. We answer re-
quests for help; we mentor people by email and in person. There are
groups that meet to work together on writing and editing; other groups
work on “speaking up.” Today our practice is close to the point of use;
workplace education on demand at work. Even our desk is now part of
the production area, where in 1990 we had a workspace in the Human
Resources office.

Thinking about these changes helped me see a parallel shift in work
and in the conceptualization of learner need that I have also seen in
other worksites. When workplace learning was primarily a Human Re-
sources issue, the learning sought was to increase people’s capacity for
technical learning and face-to-face communication. Today, every as-
pect of production, and especially the incremental changes that make
up continuous improvement hinge on literacies and learning between
people and documentation systems. As work itself becomes a literate
practice, my workplace education practice responded to become a
support service for people right at their workstation. It no longer made
sense to me as an educator to withdraw people from the place where
they needed to learn and take them to a classroom. I joined meetings
and tried to support people, learning and literacies right where they
were at work.

“A BIT OF A CULTURE”

I asked a lot of people what it was like to work at Metalco and how they
saw the place as different or the same as other workplaces. This an-
swer, from a transcribed taped interview with the company president,
is one that I kept coming back to read again: “People here are driven to
be successful under adverse conditions. We all love building things.
There is a pride of workmanship, a work ethic, a mechanical aptitude.
As a collection of people we represent a bit of a culture.”

What strikes me about this comment on Metalco’s essential charac-
ter is that it is so inclusive. Yes, from the president’s viewpoint there
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are always adverse conditions to overcome in the marketplace and in
production. The company has been successful, growing and profitable
for years. Essentially though, for the president and I think most of the
people there, Metalco is about “building things.” His characterization
of the collection of people is one that applies to everyone, nodding to
the production shop workers and the engineering group as defining
the company culture. At the time of this interview, I did not know how
many of the people I thought of as managers and office people started
with the company running production machines. I eventually learned
that senior people in sales, quality and information technology all
started in by running lathes and tool and die machines in the shop. A
number of people whom I thought of as university-educated engineers
turned out to be mechanically inclined and as much self-educated as
book-learned.

Pride and Stress: Keeping Up With Rapid Change

The people at Metalco seemed optimistic and took pride in their work.
Pride was expressed to me in dozens of ways: pride in the precision
and reliability of the products; in working with good equipment, in the
“good” company that is profitable and growing. Working for a company
that has been steadily growing for 20 years means more than just job
security, although many people who have moved to Metalco from failed
or downsizing companies value the ongoing expansion. It means op-
portunities for promotion, for training, and, for hourly workers, a
chance to earn overtime. Shop workers are paid better than the manu-
facturing industry average, but they still value the chance to make over-
time pay. People here are also under stress. At the time of my research
the company was launching a new line of products, involving setting up
new manufacturing cells with new machines, new procedures and new
employees. For some people, working long hours and weekends is
stressful.

There are other sources of stress as well at Metalco, overfamiliar is-
sues found in many other workplaces. People think the engineers look
down on them, and they sometimes do. The managers try to spread
their enthusiasm for quality, for profits and for Continuous Improve-
ment with mixed success. As we will see, managing the message and
“walking the talk” are part of the quality journey at Metalco. Many peo-
ple say they feel underpaid, although both the union and the company
agree that wages are better than average. Some of the people believe
they are responsible for the growth and success of the company, that
the history of the company is the history of their own hard work and in-
novation. They don’t always feel this status is recognized. There are
conflicts and mixed messages over the importance of quality and pro-
duction, although people say there are fewer inconsistencies than
there used to be.
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Change is more than a theme at Metalco; it is a way of life. The phi-
losophy of Continuous Improvement means change is ongoing,
through evolving systems and through a series of focused rapid im-
provement campaigns on one area or department. I experienced some
of the outcomes of Continuous Improvement during the research pe-
riod, when any number of people changed their work and their work
locations. I often went to find someone only to be given directions to
their new workspace. New production cells were established, two se-
nior managers left and were replaced, departments were redefined, re-
organized and relocated. I learned to ask, “Are you still in the same
place?” when making arrangements to see someone, and to check for
messages and announcements of reorganization. Keeping up and get-
ting information is a survival skill for researchers and workers alike
when things are changing fast.

Process and Production Systems

Metalco is distinguished by more than 20 years of experience in care-
fully keeping records of manufacturing work processes through Statis-
tical Process Control (SPC). People at the company have worked with a
series of quality programs and manufacturing philosophies. Registra-
tion with the International Standard Organization through ISO 9001
and their version of flexible manufacturing approaches such as devel-
oped under the Toyota Production System (TPS) are just the latest for
them. TPS means using space and people efficiently, and building
products to customer orders in specially designed assembly cells. TPS
also means running “lean,” with less inventory and overhead. At
Metalco, I found a culture of documentation, of taking care, of not mak-
ing mistakes and of learning from mistakes that happen. Imple-
menting their version of TPS was driving many of the ongoing changes
in workstations and in relationships between work groups that I saw at
Metalco during the research period. TPS, called MPS at Metalco for
Metalco Production System, is not fully in place anywhere in the com-
pany. Each department, every production cell is rated on a checklist to
show where they are on the path from traditional batch manufacturing
to one-piece, made-to-order MPS. One of the managers’ goals is to
make the data and meetings on MPS implementation accessible to
workers.

New Ways of Communicating: The Intranet

In the last 3 years, Metalco has established an Intranet system. All of
the important production documents for the company (except at the
time of this research engineering drawings) are controlled through
electronic originals available only on the company Intranet. Customer
orders and the production planning system, the purchasing system
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and other information vital to the minute-by-minute operation of the
company are also only available via computers accessing the Intranet.
Metalco has adapted to the computer age to take advantage of the con-
trol, flexibility and accuracy the Intranet potentially provides.

With so much information on the Intranet computer system, and
even more information spread by email and electronic notice boards
and shared files, people without a computer or without the ability to
run a computer are left out of the inner circle of information. The infor-
mation network for those among what one worker called the “com-
puter blind” is oral. In an effort to keep shop employees in the loop,
memos, announcements and information sent to all employees by
email are also printed for circulation among workers and posted in the
lunchrooms on bulletin boards. In this way a written notice-board net-
work works with and feeds “the grapevine.” Before this practice of rou-
tinely printing and posting all information, leaders and managers were
responsible for relaying information.

For more than a decade before the Intranet, office workers and pro-
duction managers used email as one of their preferred modes of com-
munication. As computers wired to the Intranet are installed in the
lunchrooms and on the shop floor, production workers and leaders
are joining the circle of the Intranet- and email-connected. To under-
stand the work culture of Metalco, one has to know that a lot of infor-
mation and interaction happens via email. During the research period,
production workers were marginal in those exchanges, as readers or
writers of email. I was fortunate to have an email address within the
company system to experience it firsthand. Many people received and
sent dozens of emails a day. They did not spend a lot of time choosing
words or replying to email that they were only required to read for in-
formation. Some people told me stories of a misspelled word or a hast-
ily written message taken as an insult by the receiver, but these seemed
to be the exception rather than the rule. As is the case in many
workplaces, email is imposing hastily written communication on
many people who would have previously only spoken face to face to re-
port or solve problems. Email is a relatively new and changing social
literacy, an evolving literate practice enmeshed with technology and
workplace reorganization.

Growth

Growth is also a factor driving some of the changes reported to me. Ten
years ago Metalco employed about a third as many people as today:
120 employees, with only 20 people not involved in production. Those
120 people are almost all still there, an established community chal-
lenged to incorporate newcomers and acculturate newcomers at a rate
of 2:1. The 1990 employees worked around a cultural divide. The engi-
neers and managers were in the majority educated, Canadian and Eu-
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ropean-born, English-speaking men. The shop workers were mostly
first- and second-generation Asian-born men with a range of languages
and mostly limited proficiency in English. Many of the shop workers
had completed grade 10 and machining courses. A few, especially the
assemblers, left school very early. There were family ties in the office
and in the shop that formed other unofficial networks of relationship
and authority.

Today numbering 350, the people of Metalco mirror the demo-
graphics of their metropolitan area. People from South Asia, Central
and South America, and Eastern Europe have changed the mix of
workers through the company. New employees from China and Hong
Kong are not production workers, but engineers and educated office
workers. There are also proportionally more Canadian-born people at
Metalco now. The office workers include many visible minority mem-
bers, some Canadian-born and some new immigrants. In general, the
newer shop employees speak English more fluently and have more
complete educations than the old-timers. Also in general, the newer
employees are younger, and at least some of them are female. They are
familiar with computers or at least welcome them; they like the high-
tech parts of their job. There are no family ties among the newer em-
ployees, who were mostly identified, aptitude-tested and hired
through an employment agency rather than word of mouth. This, too,
is part of a change in workplace culture at Metalco.

Metalco is like an established neighborhood experiencing an influx
of new arrivals. The long-term employees eye the newcomers, most
with less than 2 years on the job, with some suspicion. The new ones
find some people less welcoming than they had hoped, and even a little
set in their ways and their cliques. There are stereotypes both ways, if
not totally “us” and “them,” then at least “old building” and “new build-
ing.” The rapid growth resulted in expansion to first one, and later two
adjoining buildings that are the same age and look more or less the
same. People throughout the company, especially people working away
from the production floors, are crowded despite the expansion.

Ongoing Learning

During the research period, as I spoke with the other In-Sites research-
ers and heard stories from their worksites, we realized that something
was different at Metalco. This was a place where the manufacturing
tenet of Continuous Improvement translated into ongoing change and
ongoing learning for production workers, managers, engineers and oth-
ers. New ideas came from courses, from visits and from networks of
like-minded businesses as well as from the head office. No-one talked
about Metalco as a “learning organization,” but they were engaged in ex-
ploring new ideas, new equipment, new attempts at getting things right.
The steady implementation of the production system (MPS) is one ex-
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ample; the new products and new cells established during the research
period provide many others. The quality journey at Metalco was talked
about and lived as a learning journey of continuous change.

Control and Standardization

As I tried to understand the literacy practices of the work culture of
Metalco, I focused on the people using the documentation system, and
the document system that shaped and directed the work of the people.
One of the engineering managers explained to me his view of why there
had to be controls of work procedures and of documents. He said the
goal of process control is to find the best inherently error-proof way of
doing the job safely, and with the least waste of time, energy or materi-
als. In this explanation from a taped interview, he also stresses under-
standing and the limits of participation and autonomy:

There needs to be some control over how the parts are assembled; for in-
stance, people need to understand some basic things. Things like, peo-
ple don’t get to work differently. You know, if there’s six people in there
[working in a production cell] and they each work a different way, there’s
probably one best way of working.… Okay, now the team (with maybe an
engineering person and a production manager or whatever) … will agree
upon the best way. And then everybody will work that way. Because didn’t
we just agree it was the best way? It may not be your way, but that’s where
this idea of these Standard Operating Procedures comes out. The team
defines it. You can change it tomorrow. And you can change it the next
day. But when the team says, “This is the best way to work … or the Stan-
dard Operating Procedure,” then that’s the way everybody works. ’Cause
you don’t want it to get away from certain principles [for error-proofing
your work].
It used to be left very much to the [production] supervisor in the old days,
… [but] we just can’t work that way anymore. We need to do a lot more
planning beforehand. We’ve got a lot less time to get these things done.
And we’re very, very conscious of including the people.

So this manager at least sees continuous change and Continuous Im-
provement at Metalco within an overall agreement that these changes
are negotiated with a team, and evolved within tight criteria. This man-
ager told me that they are not trying to do everything the way Japanese
manufacturers do, because Metalco has different people and its own
goals. The way he described process control and incremental change to
a single team standard is in line with world movements to emulate the
Toyota Production System as the best way to manufacture products.

All of the stories in this chapter have to be understood as operating
within this overriding concern for control and standardization as keys
to making reliable quality products. The managers are trying to involve
people in order to get their participation within this system. To do this,
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the understandings they need to communicate include this concept of
Standard Operating Procedures.

The “No-Blame” Environment

Another one of the ideas that the managers at Metalco were actively try-
ing to get people to put into action and make their own was the idea of a
“no-blame” environment. This approach is promoted in Manufac-
turing Excellence courses supported by the company and its business
organizations.3 “No-blame” means not pointing fingers at people when
things go wrong, but instead looking for problems in the overall busi-
ness process. Starting from a position that problems and mistakes
have sources in the system is supposed to make it easier to move on to
solutions. Running “blameless” also promises to keep people interact-
ing on a positive or neutral base, without investing time and energy on
recriminations. There were posters on the walls of the production ar-
eas with no-blame symbols: a pointing finger surrounded by a red cir-
cle with a line through. I heard managers in meetings reminding each
other, “No blame” when the discussion of a quality problem strayed
into naming names.

One manager said that there still was blame, of course, but he saw
the no-blame idea spreading because it worked. When I asked the se-
nior managers about blamelessness another one said that achieving a
no-blame environment “might not be likely … but let it be a goal—it’s
a good goal.” A no-blame environment focuses attention on process,
giving managers the strategy to act rather than to lament their people,
their equipment or their competition. We will see situations in this
chapter where this no-blame philosophy is tested.

Our group of researchers wondered how this no-blame environ-
ment affected literacy practices at Metalco. Is there a connection be-
tween no-blame and workers participating in literacy practices? As we
have seen in “blame” environments, participating in literacy practices
through work documentation can mean trouble for workers. In a
workplace with an explicit goal of not blaming individuals, but rather
looking at the overall systems, what would happen when mistakes
were made or there were production problems? I asked a production
worker if someone could get in trouble for keeping production charts
(that is, participating in the literacies of his job) if the charts showed
that there was a problem. He told me: “If the machine goes wrong, then
the parts are in trouble. It’s not the person in trouble.”

And then he laughed. At the time I thought he was a little embar-
rassed by my question. Later we wondered if his laugh was an ac-

Defoe 161

3Metalco is part of several organizations that promote Manufacturing Excellence and
sharing of information between noncompeting companies. Several of these associations
promote the “no-blame” approach to management, as does the Association for Manufac-
turing Excellence. The no-blame approach is described in, for example, Hogg (1999).



knowledgment of the complexity of such a situation, as if he were
saying that in theory the parts are in trouble, but things can get compli-
cated. Perhaps he meant to convey that it was unlikely an inanimate
part could be blamed, so blame would still fall on the person closest to
the fault, the worker. Whatever that laugh meant to the worker, it gave
us pause and made us look carefully at the occasions when literacies
rubbed against work processes, “no-blame” goals and the degree of
participation. We knew by the time I spoke to that worker that things
were different at Metalco than at our other sites: Part of the difference
was the attitude and actions of the managers.

Managers in a Learning Environment

As a researcher and an educator, I was interested in what people said
about learning, and I paid special attention to what they did. At
Metalco, people, especially people in positions of leadership, had a lot
to say about learning, and most of it was not simplistic. People here
seemed to understand that learning is a human activity, something
people engage in for social as well as functional motivations. When
people at Metalco talked about learning and training, they talked about
choices, about feelings. I came to see this as another feature that distin-
guished Metalco from our other research sites: People had an under-
standing of learning as more than just drumming information into
people’s heads.

An engineer who has worked closely with workers on the shop floor
said that for him, the key was accepting that it would always take more
than one kind of training opportunity to get something new going. He
explained that group training, written procedures and one-on-one
support were the norm for everyone: vice-presidents, engineers and
shop workers. He has come to understand and accept that “You do
have to let people, within reason, learn the way that best suits them.” I
found this to be a powerful insight from a leader in the company, who
reminded me that he had learned it 10 years ago as part of our work-
place education program.

Another long-term senior manager whom I observed working on
new training and getting ideas from people about what learning situa-
tions could work for them told me that one of the most important
things he brought to his job was a distinction between training and ed-
ucation. Like the engineer quoted earlier, this senior manager did not
locate training issues in the literacy levels of his workers. In his think-
ing, understanding and participation are central to how engaged peo-
ple are in training, and in all aspects of their work:

Irrespective of literacy [or other skills], there are issues related to how in-
volved people are in the process and the work. The understanding is the
key. If people can buy in to the purpose and see why there is value here …
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in the quality systems, in SPC.… People need that buy-in. They need to
understand how they can participate.

The hows and whys of participation hinge on meanings and under-
standings, and at Metalco, many people seem to know that. When man-
agers or leaders talk about communication as a challenge, they refer to
making information, but also background and systems knowledge and
goals available to production workers, and the reverse, making pro-
duction experiences part of what engineers and managers know. How
then do they talk about skills and literacy? Remember Metalco sup-
ports adult education and is especially committed to improving oral
and written communication. They have had long-term contact with
workplace education through colleges and consultants. When people
name the challenge facing them, they don’t say “illiteracy” or “low skill
levels.” Some sample phrases I heard include “people who do not read
regularly,” and “people not too comfortable speaking up.” One of the
Quality Assurance people, a man whose job keeps him between the
production workers and the engineers and managers, offered this
comment, which includes both a positive interpretation of learning
and a respect for meanings: “When they ask, I teach them, and so every
day almost I say to someone: ‘Let’s learn this together.’ It’s not really
teaching. Anyways, operators need to see the value of it.”

Again we see an emphasis on “seeing the value,” and the view that
this highly technical lab worker is learning with the operators. At
Metalco I did not see the Quality Assurance people putting themselves
above shop workers in their interactions or in their words.

We will look at a number of situations that showed me the layers of
meaning revealed in unraveling a production problem, looking for rea-
sons, causes, meanings and interpretations. But first, walk with me
through the door to Metalco.

WELCOME TO METALCO

As we walk through the public entrance to Metalco, through a modest
reception foyer in the old building, we might notice that the carpets here
are new and the walls freshly-painted to make a good first impression.
One of the young female receptionists sits behind a counter that has a
clipboard and a flower arrangement on it. Visitors sign in on a form held
on the clipboard before receiving a badge that allows them either es-
corted or unescorted access through the site. There is a large company
name and a black sign with changeable letters on the wall behind the re-
ceptionist. The sign is changed daily and welcomes important visitors
like customers and people from corporate headquarters by name, com-
pany and often city. There are important visitors several times a week.

Also in the reception area is a display of metal and plastic products
in a showcase, attractively arranged and well lit, like art. The average
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person would have a difficult time identifying them, though. They are
from the insides of machines, the precise unseen parts of mechanisms
that make things work. There are plaques and awards, and brief de-
scriptions of the parts in the display. The company’s value and philoso-
phy statement is engraved on a plaque over the display case.

As a researcher and not an employee, I always sign in here, and the
receptionist gives me a warm welcome and a clip-on badge for unes-
corted access to the site. Once we have badges, we are free to walk
around the office or production areas of this building and one building
next door.

On the Production Floor: Parts and Paperwork, Layers of Literacies

To go to the production area, we have to go through a door with a sign
on it warning, “You are now entering a Controlled Materials Location.”
The sign instructs that all material must be identified and labeled. On
the other side of the door, another sign reminds people leaving the
shop that they are entering an “Uncontrolled Materials Location.”

Opening the door to the shop floor is a bit of a surprise. First, the
space seems huge. There is no second floor here, so the ceiling is far
overhead. Then there is the noise. Above the steady hum of the ventila-
tion and the chug of machinery, there is a hum of speech. Intermittently
comes the loud rushing sound of pressurized air, a sound most of us
know from the dentist’s office. There is also a buzz of hand tools and
the sound of radios, tuned to music, news and talk in several lan-
guages, so walking around is an unexpected sound mosaic. The smell
is distinctly the smell of a machine shop, a metallic oily odor character-
istic of metal works. It is the smell of lubricants and metal filings. You
can’t smell this at all in the office; you can’t avoid this smell in the shop.
It is not unpleasant. I’ve heard people say they like the smell, and they
like the way it welcomes them to work. I’ve grown to like the smell, too.

The colors are another surprise. Most of the lathes and machining
centers are gray, but others are brightly colored: blue, green, red. One
is even pink. Some of the fixtures and shelving is orange, and the stair-
cases that lead to the upper office floors and the lunchroom area are
red. The assembly areas have rows of yellow bins. There is a lot of color
here, although little natural light. I am told that although color-coding
the work areas and the product families might have been a good idea,
these bright colors were chosen without a plan. The splashes of color
are just punctuation on the gray production floor, each chosen by who-
ever had the choice.

The production workers here wear blue coveralls with their first
names embroidered on a patch over their left breast pocket. They
smile or greet me when I pass by. They all wear protective goggles or
glasses with side panels. I do, too. I walk within the safe walkway,
marked on the concrete floor by green lines. Just outside the green is
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another line, painted yellow. Once off the safe green path that bisects
the shop floor, safety equipment is mandatory. There are shields and
guards, and much of the actual shaping of metal parts is done away
from view deep inside closed machines. But it is still dangerous here,
and people are very careful.

In the months of my research, I spent time over many shifts with
men who operated machines that shape the metal parts. Some were
experienced operators, some were machinists who could program the
computer controls, and some were lead hands with responsibilities for
coordinating people and tasks. Two were new employees still learning
the job. These operators worked on the day and afternoon shifts in the
two buildings.

I have known more than 30 Machine Operators through the work-
place education program, but I never really understood their work until
I spent such extended time at the side of workers in their machining
cells. Although the specifics of running any machine to make any part
are different, these jobs looked similar from the outside. The jobs have a
rhythm set up by the different cycles of the machines and by the opera-
tor’s movement around his workspace. Even I found myself glancing at
a machine seconds before it stopped running, or seconds before a part
popped out. There is a rhythm, too, to the measuring, checking and
charting, to the cleaning and polishing, to the work breaks and the times
that the lead hand stops by. Reading and interpreting printed data,
drawings and numbers on printed pages and on computer screens are
some of the literacy practices that are seamlessly part of the work.

I chose to shadow the people who ran machinery because they were
front-line production workers who dealt with a lot of documents.
“Twenty years ago there was no paperwork. Now there’s lots,” one pro-
duction worker told me. This is exactly what all the literature says about
workplace change as discussed in the Introduction and elsewhere in
this book. But I wanted to know in living detail how production workers
in this high-tech manufacturing plant used their literacies. What mean-
ings did all the documents hold? How did they see themselves, their
“literacies-in-use” and the documentation system?

Because I was tracing the documentation system, I could see that
many forms, charts and checklists, points of data collection for the
overall information system of the company, passed through their
hands. Most of the critical information about their work seemed to be
conveyed through print, even when it was also expressed orally
through interaction with a lead hand, or when it was well known to
them through experience and routine. Feedback on production tar-
gets, on-time delivery and warranty returns came to these workers
through charted data, usually explained in person and then hung on a
bulletin board for reference. Through these charted data, managers
believe they are communicating vital information about production
and quality. Both the workers themselves and managers told me that
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the literacy and communication demands of these production jobs
were increasing, not just through production documentation, but also
through team meetings and problem-solving groups. This is also a
well-recognized feature of what writers like Gee, Hull and Lankshear
(1996) term “the new work order.”

Machine Operators are people who run a computer-controlled ma-
chining center, but who do not program the machine for new set-ups or
unusual occurrences. This is not an entry-level position, but it is not
considered very difficult. Some people become operators after only a
few months on the job. The machining centers are all a bit different,
with different equipment. Most of the time the individual worker (or
someone before him) has had a hand in placing and spacing the ma-
chine: the little tables, benches and stands and the secondary equip-
ment for cleaning up and polishing the parts.

For example, a medium-sized machining center dominates Albert’s
station. It is about the size of a family van. Long cylinders of aluminum
sit on an inclined feeder at the back. The computer controls are over
the double doors in the center section, which open to reveal the cutting
tools, fixtures and the other bits that actually shape the metal, and the
finished parts drop gently on to a conveyer belt that runs along the
front. Should Albert not pick up the parts right away, they drop into a
bucket of water at the end of the belt. The water is clouded with lubri-
cant and metal filings. This machine takes about 4 minutes to make
each part. During that 4-minute cycle, Albert cleans the part of any bits
of metal, tests the dimensions for size, and charts the size of every fifth
one on his SPC chart before adding it to the rack. Figure 4.1 is an ex-
ample chart. The charting is seamless with the measurement, done in
the few seconds available in the rhythm of the job process.

Another rack of work-in-progress sits beside a machine at Albert’s
secondary station, where he performs a side job on each part. He can
perform this secondary job on two or three parts in a minute. The next
step is to hone or polish the part, and clean it up for an anodized coat-
ing process. All of this seems to me to be noisy and tiring work. Albert
stands up for his whole shift, and so do I. The machines make loud
noises as the metal is shaped, and the pressurized air used to clean off
the parts is even louder. I strain to listen to Albert through my protec-
tive earplugs. I soon make a note to myself that there is some irony in
identifying communication as a concern here. It is very hard to talk
near the machines, and even harder to listen. In my notes I write that a
chatty person (like me) might learn to be quiet in this kind of job.

There are a few racks of completed work on the floor, waiting for the
materials handler to take to shipping at the end of the shift. Albert told
me he sometimes gets the handcart and takes them over, but most of
the time they are picked up. He can do this job alone, but he talks to
people at intervals through his shift to see if anyone needs help and to
check what is happening in his area. His job is to supply parts to an as-
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sembly cell, and his work group is large. I asked Albert about all the
forms and paperwork that I see him using, especially at the beginning
of his shift. His response: “You have to follow the system for a quality
company. It’s part of the job.” It looks like the most interesting part of
the job. His machine works with no adjustments from him on this
shift. Albert appears to accept the documentation of his work. Soon,
though, I hear of Machine Operators in the other building who were not
completing all their paperwork.

Albert is in his 50s; born in Asia, he is bilingual with fluent accented
English. He completed his education before emigrating to Canada as a
young lathe operator. I know Albert from years ago when Mary and I
were here teaching, though I am not sure if he took part in the classes.
He is active in the new version of workplace education now, and en-
courages others. Albert invited me to spend time with him for my re-
search. “If you want to know the truth about this company, come and
work with me,” he said. I was hoping for an exposé, but what I found
was a senior production worker who feels he has seen things change
for the better under new managers’ ideas.

Participation at work is important to Albert. He characterized him-
self to me as an outspoken worker, and an active member of the union.
One experience he told me about was the real decision-making role he
had in setting up this job and his workstation. “I helped to make this
process. I helped to make this set-up,” Albert told me with a flicker of
pride in his voice. He chose the side job and he had a say in which ma-
chines would be used and in the placement of the elements in his ma-
chining cell. He showed me the customized fixtures made to his liking.
He contrasted this with the way things used to be:

Before they decided everything and you had to do it whether it works or
not. Now you can decide and make it work for you. You have the luxury of
that. It comes from different bosses or different management ideas. This
kind of involvement or participation is good for people. Before they pre-
tended that you could make a decision, but now you can.

This is what managers told me they were trying to do, and again, this is
in keeping with management system thinking (Imai, 1997). I did not see
many examples of workspace design of this kind in progress, although
workers in many cells were helping to tinker with their space, changing
fixtures and reducing storage racks during the research period.

THE MEANINGS OF DOCUMENTS AND LITERACIES

I have chosen stories from my time at Metalco to show the meanings of
documents and literacies in use as I observed them and was told about
them. They are mostly about Machine Operators; as we have seen, pro-
duction workers who run the machines that shape the metal parts that
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are later assembled into Metalco products. These men give similar
meanings to the reading and writing they do. The stories move along a
technology curve, from Albert, an operator working alone in an old-
fashioned process, to workers in a new production system machining
cell where they work in flexible groups, to workers in the most high-
tech machining cell in the company, where many different parts are
made to order. To understand these stories, we will stop in the Quality
Assurance work group, which originates and collects the process doc-
uments and charts. The understandings people have depend upon
where, how and with whom they work closely.

Albert and the Old-fashioned Process

Machine Operators work with a surprising number of forms. The doc-
ument practices required of them have at least two meanings for them.
The information is required to show what happened in production and
for warranty; and keeping careful track of work processes through
documents also reassures operators that the parts and the process are
good. Some of the paperwork Albert showed me is common to all ma-
chining jobs at Metalco. Every machine has a daily maintenance check-
list. This is a standard form with a list of functions and fluids to check
off every day. There are about a dozen things to check: lubricant and
coolant levels, electrical connections and the like. The check is usually
done at the start of the first shift.

Every machine also has a small white board marked with a grid ta-
ble somewhere nearby, usually facing the green-lined walkway. The
grid on the white board shows which jobs and parts are running on the
machine, and which ones are coming up. All the shifts are represented
with projected numbers for the parts or products to be made, the ac-
tual numbers and a comment area to explain any difference. These
boards are part of a “visual display system” that is another textbook
feature of high-performance manufacturing (Imai, 1997). Anyone
walking past can see at a glance what is going on with any machine.
Across the top of the board, on little colored cards the size of business
cards, are job order cards. These represent the production priority of
the present and upcoming jobs. There is a weekly list of parts short-
ages printed out from the materials management system. A parts
shortage could change the priority of jobs to be run.

In this example at Albert’s station, as throughout the production
floor, getting meaning from the visual display means interpreting rep-
resentative numbers, colors and shapes, a sophisticated literacy that
requires detailed understandings of the job. To read these displays is
to read the entire work of a production cell in a few key numbers and
words. To me it seems like explicating poetry, where relationships and
layers of significance reveal themselves only to the most knowledge-
able readers. And like poetry, the readers may draw meanings not ap-
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parent to the writers. These are meaningful communications only to
those who understand the job, the products and the circumstances.

As he works and explains his job to me, Albert moves among check-
ing the machine and the newly made parts, the side job and the clean-
up, and the documents that he uses to guide and record what he is do-
ing. It takes almost an hour for Albert to show me all the charts, draw-
ings and print information involved in his job. He talks to me between
the machine cycles, and as he does so, the side job and the honing and
polishing fall behind. He interrupts his explanations to measure many
more parts than the minimum required by the charting. He explains
that he does this for his own peace of mind. He also explains that he
views the work process documentation that he uses intermittently as
part of the job, part of how things work in a quality company:

No matter what kind of parts you are making, it is important to do the
check [of the part dimensions]. It makes us feel more comfortable to run
the job. For us [Machine Operators], checking the gage and checking the
parts is more important than the writing down. Writing it down [on the
charts and inspection forms] is for the records. In case maybe assembly
has a problem and they need to know, then we can look.

Albert was not the only Machine Operator to talk to me about his
feelings of comfort and confidence in his job. The margin of error is
very small. For most parts it is one tenth of a thousandth of an inch,
0.0001 inches. This is a tolerance too small to see. Digital read-out
gauges are essential. Knowing that the parts are just the right size
makes the operator comfortable. If he is not sure or not confident, I
learned, he is supposed to stop and get help solving the problem.

There are other documents that are filled out for particular parts
made and job orders being done. During the time I was with Albert,
these documents came to him in a blue folder. In other parts of the
plant further along in MPS/TPS implementation, the job order comes
directly from a list of customer orders. These parallel systems, one be-
ing phased out and the other gaining prominence, are another example
of change in this workplace. Although Metalco is striving for world
class manufacturing practices, there are many instances of uneven im-
plementation; the parallel order system is one of the obvious ones. Al-
bert is working on the old system, but his job, and in fact, Albert is
making the transition to TPS/MPS manufacturing.

Albert’s jobs come to him in documents tucked into folders. For
each job the folder contains the job order form or routing sheet (a com-
puter printout of the details of the quantity and part order with a bar
code on the page for tracking labor costs), the most up-to-date engi-
neering drawing of the part and the Inspection Form for intensive veri-
fication that the first part run is within all specs. SPC charts for
tracking part size through Statistical Process Control are also in the
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folder, ready for use. With the raw material or the in-process parts co-
mes an official tag called a Materials Movement Ticket, which is used to
indicate the status and process of the parts as they are made and
moved around. Albert showed me how he entered his employee num-
ber and tracked his work and the parts’ status. I watched as he mea-
sured two interior dimensions and saw that the parts were near perfect
to the center of the measurements, what they would call “near zero.”
Figure 4.1 is an example of this kind of chart.

Albert works on a stable process that he says is “set up with confi-
dence.” Feeling confident is important and meaningful to him. He
shows me the Statistical Process Control sheets for that week and for
the previous month and how they document the parts’ size right down
the middle—near perfect and well within the tiny tolerance margin. He
seems proud of his work. Although he said earlier these charts were
for the record, his actions indicate that the charts have a second mean-
ing. They show him that the machine is running well and requires no
adjustment. It is clear to me that his understandings of how the charts
track the process lead him to faithfully use print. He does this to satisfy
himself as much as to fulfill his formal job requirements.

These two meanings are the ones I heard repeatedly on the shop.
For example, another day on another shift over in the other building, I
saw Frank, a new Machine Operator learning about the same kind of
process tracking SPC-run charts that Albert used. He works across
the parking lot from Albert, in the New Building, where the produc-
tion floor space is easily identified by cell. Here they never did mass
production or old-fashioned manufacturing. The distinctive U-
shaped assembly area cells are well labeled with hanging signs nam-
ing the part families made there. The machining centers that supply
the assembly cells are nearby. Here there are only new machines,
some as small as household refrigerators, but most larger than fam-
ily vans. Again, the colors, the oily metallic smell and the range of
sounds are surprising. The New Building production floor has three
stories of orange shelving, floor to ceiling, for racking parts, and some
colorful machinery. The area is very clean and the high ceiling and
natural light make for a pleasant space. In summer, though, the win-
dows that let in the natural light have a greenhouse effect, and the New
Building production floor is hot.

It was a very warm summer afternoon when I shadowed Frank, a
worker in his early 20s. He had been in his job only 2 weeks and I did
not know him. I was shadowing other people in his work neighbor-
hood, and eventually he asked me what I was doing. I got his consent to
hang around and research his experiences. His work group was using
the newer system where more communication is printed from the
computer and presented only as numbers in columns. He was running
parts and building products to customer orders, based on a single or-
der summary sheet from the computer data system. The other forms
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in use were standard, the same as the ones Albert used. The engineer-
ing drawing for the part was held onto the machining center with mag-
nets. The maintenance checklist hung on a clipboard and the
Statistical Process Control charts were on the top of a red tool crib at
table height.

About an hour into the shift, Frank is checking parts when the
group’s lead hand, George, stops by to recalibrate tools with him. I
know George very well. He was one of the first production workers I fol-
lowed, and he is an enthusiastic learner in the workplace education
program. Adjusting the gauges, or checking that they are adjusted cor-
rectly, is a little tricky and Frank has been waiting for George before
trying it. George is in his 30s and has been with the company for about
two years. By Machine Operators’ standards, they are both “new guys.”
While the machines grind around us, I remove an earplug to try to lis-
ten in on their conversation, writing their words as quickly as I can.
The leader shows Frank how to check that the gauge is adjusted cor-
rectly, and then together they put an “X” on the SPC chart. “If we get out,
even by say a thou, then the parts could go off spec over a long time.”
George tells Frank the charts show that everything is okay, but George
can see that the chart is almost full, with little room to record part sizes
in the afternoon’s run, which means they will soon be ready to send off
to the Quality Assurance Department. So George says: “We can finish
this job tonight, then the chart will go to Dan [in Quality Assurance]. He
will see where it is off from the zero, and he’ll come back and tell us, but
we already know. That’s our job to keep the measures near zero.”

In George and Frank’s conversation, we can hear the special mean-
ings the recorded numbers and the relationships between the num-
bers have for them. As outsiders, how could our numeracy or literacy
transfer to this particular way of reading work if we did not know that
the “zero” in their conversation has two referents, just as they had for
Albert? The first is physical. The inside diameter of these round parts
is measured on a calibrated gage set to the ideal exact size. A reading of
+.001 is a bit too big; –.001 is too small. Zero is just right. In the con-
versation between Frank and George, the second referent is on the SPC
chart. The mid-line is zero and sizes plus or minus are charted either
side of the zero, trending small or large in .0001 increments.

Another Machine Operator stops by and joins the conversation. I
later learn he is one of the people who taught George. He tells them,
“The charts are basically for us so we can see how the machine is doing.
If it suddenly changes, then we will know. Also, Quality picks them up.
They need to keep track too.” Some charts, he says, are more compli-
cated than others: “The main thing is to be consistent. Some people
they see the same chart month after month, and they wonder why. But
we have to do this for warranty and for if anything happens in the field.”

For these workers, who were farther into the implementation of
TPS/MPS and data-driven work, the two meanings are the same as
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they were for Albert in his more old-fashioned machining cell: Charts
are for keeping track of the process and keeping a record of product
quality for warranty. And here, in a work group of “new guys,” I saw
how workers learn together how to work with these data-intensive doc-
uments. I saw them learning what the documents are for, how their
work touches the work of other departments, and how charting mat-
ters to the customer in the field. The workers’ knowledge is passed
along; their meanings are shared. The new worker is brought into the
group of Machine Operators. Their literacy practices are socially con-
structed through these kinds of interactions. Here at Metalco, their
participation is infused with understandings that make their work and
their literacies meaningful.

Quality Assurance: A Documentation Hub

Leaving the shop floor, toward the offices at the front of the Old Build-
ing, takes us past the Quality Assurance work areas. These two rooms
on either side of the passageway are a transitional area between the in-
dustrial production area and the office. There are desks, workstations
and cubicles, and also simulators and elaborate measurement equip-
ment. The people who work in this area wear white lab coats, with their
names over their hearts. They greet us with a big smile and we stop to
talk for a few minutes.

I found the people in this department to be keen learners. They were
studying through the workplace education program and one was a vol-
unteer mentor. They were quick to seek help and to offer it. Quality As-
surance work puts these half-dozen people at a hub of the evolution of
technology advancement and the changing documentation of manufac-
turing processes. They are among the people who suggest changes to
the ways products are measured and the ways records are kept.

All of the half-dozen people here are “old guys” who have social ties
throughout the company. They came out of production to invent and
fulfill the jobs of assuring quality for Metalco. They have done this job
since before the laser-measuring devices and databases they use every
day were part of the tools available. They have a range of job duties and
frequently interact with people over production, design and market-
ing. They also interact with customers and suppliers. Among their re-
sponsibilities, they program and run technical equipment to measure
and simulate processes. They initiate, maintain and file the records
that document process controls and production equipment calibra-
tion. They are included in problem-solving teams. One of the Quality
Assurance workers is responsible for setting up all of the run charts
and graphs for collecting the piece-by-piece data for Statistical Process
Control. Another figures out how parts will be measured and how the
measuring tools will be calibrated, and keeps all the information about
measuring tools throughout the company. Quality Assurance workers
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also do, and track, the more difficult product measurements, like flat-
ness, concentricity and perpendicularity, using specialized program-
mable equipment. Their work area and white lab coats signal that they
are not production workers, but not office workers either.

Joe Lang works in Quality Assurance. He is in his late 40s, and
quick to smile. He is an example of a worker with high participation in
the print communication systems of the company and a high level of
knowledge of the quality documentation systems. He shows me a sam-
ple of the documentation that originates here, circles through the pro-
duction areas of the plant, and ends up back in Quality Assurance. Joe
pulls out an engineering drawing of a small part, a component in one of
the company’s main products. For the feature of the part described on
the drawing as critical to functioning, in this case the diameter, two
forms are started for the product run initiated by a customer order.
The first form is used to check that the machines are set up and run-
ning correctly and that the parts are the right size. It is called an Inspec-
tion Form, and has places for the exact values of several dimensions of
the part to be entered, and places for signatures and dates to verify
when the parts were made and by whom. The second form is for col-
lecting size data over a production run of parts. This Run Chart is the
data collection instrument of the Statistical Process Control program.

There are other forms, too. A Scrap Log to keep track of the num-
bers of and reasons for rejected parts, for instance, is started and
checked by Quality Assurance. Joe shows me more of the system of da-
tabases and intersecting bits of information that are invisible from the
shop floor and from the educator’s desk. Each kind of form is part of a
series; cumulative data are kept so that changes over time can be
charted. Every one of these documents is like a data point in the overall
system. Few production workers would see them all the way Joe does.

Joe knows the reasons for all the measurements and he knows
where the forms come from, whom they come from and how they work
in the system. His overview is close to that of the engineers and the
managers with whom he works closely. One of the things he tells me is
that the system depends on Machine Operators and lead hands collect-
ing accurate data. The little X marks and dots they put on graphs and
the reasons they note down are transcribed into numerical data that
are again presented in charts, extrapolated and used to make deci-
sions. Poor data will give a false picture when it is accumulated, and a
badly distorted one when it is statistically projected. For Joe and the
other people in Quality Assurance, the production data collection
forms are very meaningful, and those forms feed the even more impor-
tant systems data on the quality of products.

The Quality Assurance people see the layers of meaning and layers
of priority in Metalco’s documentation. For instance, Joe told me that a
trend, even one distorted by a projection, might trigger an expensive
action such as purchasing new equipment or redesigning a process if a
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high-priority part critical to product function is shown to be in jeop-
ardy in an analysis of SPC charts or other data collected by production
workers. Those same forms in use in the production shop are less con-
nected to the system. It is harder for workers, and for me as a re-
searcher, to generalize about the overall system from the floor, where
each form is identified with a customer order or a product run. In
other words, from the information hub of the Quality Assurance De-
partment, it’s easier to understand how all the forms fit together into a
system and what they mean when they are put together. For any indi-
vidual Machine Operator, dealing with only a few parts and the docu-
ments for those parts, it’s harder to see or understand the many layers
of meaning of how everything works together.

SPC Compliance: Meanings Behind a Skills Paradox

The following is a different SPC chart story. It is still about workers’
literacies in relation to quality documents, and their encouragement to
write and chart numbers as part of the culture of documentation of this
workplace, and as part of the system that tracks the reliability and
quality of the production process. The story explains a workplace doc-
umentation puzzle: Why do older “low-literacy” workers keep accurate
work process charts while young workers with complete educations
do not? The answer isn’t a skills contradiction. The answer is in the lo-
cal meanings the documents have for the workers.

One day I was told by several different sources that workers in one of
the New Building production cells organized on a job rotation system
were not keeping their charts correctly. These were the same SPC pro-
duction process tracking charts that Albert in his old-fashioned batch
set-up, and Frank and George in their fully implemented MPS/TPS ma-
chining cell, were keeping just right. On the surface this might look like a
classic issue for workplace training. Compliance with quality program
documentation is basic to doing the job. Albert told me that; Frank and
George showed it, too. Other workers at Metalco, ones who might be
characterized as the least flexible in that they have done the same work
for many years, were keeping perfect charts. Here was a paradox. Older
workers, some with minimal education, many with limited English,
were doing a great job of following the documentation system. Younger,
well-educated workers were not. They were measuring the parts and
writing down the measurements over time, but not actually plotting the
graph. There was an issue with their literacies-in-use here. But was it a
literacy skills problem? I doubted it. The workers in the flexible cell
were young, with a minimum grade 12 education. At least one of them
had a machining ticket from a local technical college.

When I spent time in their machining area, what I saw was not very
different from what I saw other Machine Operators doing. One differ-
ence was that most machines are mass-producing parts in runs of a
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thousand or more. A few machines are dedicated to one part. The ma-
chining center in this area is specially made for short runs. A hundred,
or even a single pallet of, for example, 20 parts is a normal run. This is
a responsive, “just-in-time,” make-to-customer-order machine for the
parts in less demand.

Every machine that is shaping metal in this area is running a specific
program. The program has a cycle time, the time it takes from loading
the pallet with raw or partially machined parts to the finish. The cycle
time can be anything from a few minutes to 20 or even 40 minutes, de-
pending on the complexity of the part. The machining center that this
three-person crew works with is the most complex in the place. It has
an incredibly short set-up time, and a very large number of cutting
tools and pallets.

Because the parts run changes frequently, the job does not have the
cycle rhythm of the other machining jobs I observed. Where other oper-
ators get into a rhythm and an automatic sense of when the cycle would
stop, these guys react to the machine, keeping an eye on the digital time
readout, rather than becoming accustomed to the time between loads.
They read engineering drawings for exact part measurements, mea-
sure and record the dimensions of the parts they made, do the inter-
mittent measurements of critical features of the parts, and fill out the
SPC process tracking charts. Like all the Machine Operators, they also
have side jobs to smooth and polish the parts that come out of their
machining centers. By the time I got over to see them, they were mea-
suring, charting and plotting their parts, and there was a new gung-ho
leader assigned to the cell. “So what happened?” I asked. It seemed as
though these workers shared the meaning that we heard from Albert,
Frank and George, that keeping charts was for warranty, but they did
not share the meaning that keeping the charts made them feel confi-
dent that things were running right.

I heard the story of what happened in this cell from several sources.
Managers and people from the Quality Assurance Department told me
they traced a couple of contradictory messages from different sources
in the division. One was from the Manufacturing Engineer (ME), who
confirmed in conversation with me that it was his opinion that keeping
SPC charts on small lots wasn’t statistically useful for collecting data
for tracking trends: “Because you don’t do a whole bunch. A run of a
part for that machine might just be 20. And then you run 40, and then
in two weeks you run 20 again. You just don’t get useful data.” But a lit-
tle later this ME said, “I don’t want to be quoted saying that SPC is not
important. It is.”

This is a key message to the Machine Operators who would have
daily contact with their Manufacturing Engineer. SPC is important in
lots of ways to production, but maybe not here, in the case of these
short runs. Another contradictory message this crew had been receiv-
ing was from their Production Manager, who was not placing any stress
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on these charts. He was oriented solely to the production numbers. If
the product was good, and shipped on time, then he was happy. Not
long after this, his responsibilities were shifted and this crew reported
to another Production Manager. Joe Lang in the Quality Assurance De-
partment was clear on the root cause of the failure to chart:

It’s up to the leadership. At first [that cell] didn’t keep their forms
[charts], but now, with the new leader in there, they do.… A person will
give thousands of reasons not to do the charts. “Too busy,” “I forgot.” If
they don’t do it, it’s attitude. It’s simple stuff, not complicated. … I think
the old ones understand. But new people, maybe not. If you do the
charts, the reports make sense.

The reports referred to here are the quality reports on long-term
trends, the statistical spread of part sizes within the allowed specifica-
tion. These are meaningful reports to the Quality Assurance people in
both a mathematical and practical sense. What was most interesting to
me about this story is that no-one blamed the workers. No-one sug-
gested they were unskilled, or that they needed further training on how
to keep control charts.

When I spoke to the leader, I asked for his perspective. What did he
do when he joined the cell? His answer? “Complain, complain, com-
plain.” From his point of view there were a lot of barriers to keeping the
paperwork straight in that machining cell, and he needed help from
several departments to set things back on track:

I know the stats are important, so I just went to the different managers
and said we need better gauges, and we need all the right stuff for all our
parts. And then, with the crew, I went and got all the charts (they weren’t
there), and just started in. We took a new start, and retrained on it to-
gether. It wasn’t hard once I had everyone together.

I understood better how this came to reflect on the manager. If they
did not have the charts and gauges, then it was at least partly a manage-
ment responsibility. Of course, the workers told me that they all knew
they were expected by the ISO registration to complete all procedures
in the standard way. And they all knew that, ISO or not, they are re-
quired to measure and record exact sizes during production. They just
came to think that it wouldn’t really matter if they didn’t fully complete
their SPC charts. So they didn’t.

As I worked through these points of view on a seemingly simple
story about some people not completing their process documents, I
saw contradictions in the quality system, too. These workers are now
keeping complete forms for the sake of being in complete compliance
with the system. If the engineer is right, the data is useful only for war-
ranty and not for process control. I realized that the Machine Opera-
tors must have very high confidence in their programs and cutting
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tools, or they would need to chart the measurements if only to know
when a cutting edge was getting dull and needed replacing.

A Production Manager from a different department than the ones
these Machine Operators worked in offered the opinion that complet-
ing documents was about following through and doing the job the way
it is supposed to be done. He was quick to take on responsibility, say-
ing: “Following through, you know. It’s a lot of time; it’s created by us
(mangers) because we are so busy. A lot of times they would do certain
things and they meant to come back and fill it out afterwards … and
they forget.”

I asked this manager, who is one of the younger ones, if he has ever
disciplined a worker for something like that. He said he never had:
“No, what we try to do is encourage people to explain to them what it
means.” This is one of many instances where managers at Metalco fo-
cused on meanings, and on communicating their meanings to workers
as one of their responsibilities and sometimes one of their failings. My
experience supports what this manager says. I never heard a story or
saw an instance of a worker being disciplined or yelled at for not “fol-
lowing through.”

Joe, the long-term employee from Quality Assurance, told me a lot
about the original teaching of Statistical Process Control (SPC) and
about how it works today. “In the beginning, nobody could see the ben-
efit. We tried to show and we tried to teach it [SPC]. If you do this, you
will have a good process and less chance to make errors and feel bad. If
you do this, you’ll feel good about yourself. You’ll feel confidence.”

Here Joe is telling us how they constructed the usefulness of SPC as
a way to understand the processes. Benefits hold meanings for people.
He is also expressing the same need for comfort with the job, to know
that errors are not happening and bad parts aren’t being produced.
Joe said that workers who stay in one job for a time have the chance to
see improvements made to the process using MPS/TPS (flexible manu-
facturing) and the SPC charts, both while the process is running and
through the reports his departments sends back when the charts are
analyzed. In the New Building, according to Joe, with people moving
around, they weren’t seeing the benefit: “Put yourself in their place,” he
urged. “You’re sitting there all day doing de-burring. All day long. How
do you feel? It feels unimportant. All day long, so you are just not moti-
vated to do the charts.”

To read your work, to engage in literacies at work, a person has to be
motivated. This seems to be a characteristic Metalco understanding
not shared at our other research sites. Joe went on to suggest that
workers who are not keeping charts should be part of a project so they
can see the benefits of keeping data. Again, benefits stress purpose and
meanings. Then he said, “Take another step back. How much training
do they get? Not much.” Here is one of those instances at Metalco where
people talked about work, feelings and training in the same breath.
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Joe seemed to say that training is important and people working in
production need to know how to complete the forms, but also they
need to see the benefits of these SPC practices that are on the surface
conceptually disconnected from parts production. And finally, people
need to be encouraged and supported to feel good about what they are
asked to do.

Joe has managed to tie together much of what we were seeking to ex-
plore through our project. Literacies-in-use at work are social practices,
not neutral, depersonalized skills. Even the simplest of all possible acts
of writing, the archetypal act of illiterates—marking an X—is an act of
social interaction and engagement in meaningful literacy. And whether
you participate in documenting your work depends on the particular lo-
cal meanings of those acts and those documents.

LAYERS OF MEANING

As a workplace educator, I have a lot of experience in helping to identify
issues and solve problems, and also in figuring out if there is an educa-
tional aspect to a workplace issue. When I first heard that the men in
this high-tech machining cell were not completing charts, I asked if
they were ticked off about anything. I suspected that it was an act of re-
sistance or an exercise of power on the part of the workers—the power
to not comply or cooperate. I did not think they lacked document liter-
acy skills or that they needed retraining in how to complete the charts.
No one in Metalco suggested retraining workers, although in some of
our other sites that might have been the first solution offered. Interest-
ingly, though, the leader eventually described what he did as “retrain-
ing together,” and he included himself, I think, in those who started
over in the dimensions of those particular jobs. I might have also said
when first hearing of this situation that people are always learning at
work, and sometimes what they are learning is that in some cases it is
okay to not complete the chart. That is what the “mixed messages”
from managers and engineers taught them.

But as a researcher, I was looking for a little more—more complex or
multidimensional explanations consistent with our overall research
study experience. Only by paying attention to those specific local
meanings workers attached to the document literacy practices of the
cell did the paradox make deeper sense to me. Learning the culture of
Metalco includes learning to accept and enmesh documenting your
work process and your products as part of your job. The Machine Op-
erators’ job is to make the parts, but even in this very physical task
there are many reading and writing practices that cannot be separated
from making the parts, or you are not doing your job. The documenta-
tion system is part of the quality system: to check the part and write
down (or type) that you have checked. Literacies in work cultures are
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caught up in the social dynamics of power, and in these new work-
places, in social practices in the name of quality.

The Internal Audit, Part 1: “Not a Witch Hunt”

About halfway into my 9-month data collection period, I followed a
six-person internal International Standards Organization (ISO) Audit
Team, from the planning session through the 2-day audit to the oral
and written reports delivered to managers. The auditors’ task, from
their point of view, was to focus on a few aspects of the overall stan-
dards system and look for evidence that practice matched promises.
From my perspective as a researcher of literacy practices, I saw that
the ISO audit process played out in many respects as a careful moni-
toring of local work practices, including literacies-in-use and docu-
mentation practices. The story of one particular homemade checklist
and the little crisis it caused in the audit illustrates how the ISO stan-
dards leave workers with little scope for individual autonomy or initia-
tive in documenting their work. More than that, this story casts further
light on the relationship between managers and production workers at
Metalco. The outcome shows the social practices of Metalco in contrast
to those of the other sites we researched.

The Audit Team was made up of managers, engineers, coordinators
and quality specialists. One auditor was from a supplier company. She
was invited along as a pair of fresh eyes, and to help develop a closer
working relationship between the company and its suppliers. Follow-
ing the audit gave me a chance to see the whole quality documentation
system through the ISO filter, and let me see which paperwork and
data collection tasks were driven by production needs and which were
in place as standard ways to document procedures for the Interna-
tional Standards Organization registration. People had tried to explain
this to me by saying that a practice or a form was important for a cus-
tomer, or for a certain design need, but I didn’t understand that not ev-
ery form in the place was for ISO until I followed the internal audit. The
distinction is that the forms and the data collection are needed for pro-
duction. ISO makes the standard practice a controlled practice, and
the documentation system a network of controlled documents. In fol-
lowing the audit and in beginning to understand some of the meanings
ISO gave to documentation practices, I started to think of Metalco as
having a “culture of documentation.”

Remember that Metalco is aiming to be a “world-class” manufac-
turer. Everything is documented, and through the audit I started to see
that all the documents and the processes are standardized. Anyone
who visited the shop floor would notice the documents. Papers are
held to the side of machines with magnets, fastened to clipboards
neatly hung up in production cells. Loose papers covered in X’s, dots
and numbers are pored over by pairs of workers dressed in blue over-
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alls. Outside the production floor, all of the departments have their
own Quality Procedures. These are the written formalizations of how
things will be done in Accounting, in Human Resources and even in the
President’s office. The auditors checked to see that the actual proce-
dures—including the record-keeping—followed in the departments
were the same as the documented procedures.

One of the important procedures is control of materials in the pro-
duction areas, which means that all material must be identified and la-
beled. When a workplace is registered with ISO, the company has to
demonstrate that they have control of materials. Production materials
are labeled, contained and controlled. Production documentation is
standardized and controlled. At Metalco, this means that production
forms can be photocopied by anyone, but only printed from a con-
trolled source, the original file on the Metalco Intranet. It also means
that the same form is used to collect production information across
many areas. No product or machine has a unique form. No production
group or cell keeps records on a form they make up themselves.

Controlled documents also mean that the written processes for ref-
erence are the official record of how a particular job is performed. All
of the forms, the production drawings and the maintenance checklists
are Controlled Documents, and are clearly labeled with the abbrevia-
tion CD and a number, like “CD 12.” Even labels and tags are con-
trolled documents. Outside the shop floor, it’s okay to put a sticky note
reminder on a pile of papers; in the shop where the company’s prod-
ucts are made, an authorized label, completely filled out, is required.
Managers say that customers demand this kind of system. The quality
department says that ISO requires it. The engineers say it has helped
them standardize and streamline processes. Employees told me that
this is just the way it is in an ISO 9001 plant. It’s a characteristic that
means “this place makes good products.” It’s “world class.”

What are the production literacies practiced in a culture of tight con-
trols? Does the act of writing make a worker subject to audit? I won-
dered about the power relations embedded in the close monitoring
when I saw that all of the internal auditors were from the office staff. I
asked the Quality Manager if there were any auditors from the shop. He
said he wished there were “because sometimes people sort of worry
that we are trying to catch them doing something wrong. Like we come
from the office to do something scary.”

The ISO system was presented as a neutral standard that everyone
takes part in maintaining, but I found there is not much opportunity
for participation, either in writing the standards or in auditing them.
Later, as I wrapped up my research, auditors from the shop were being
trained. At the time, though, because workers feared getting caught do-
ing something wrong, I wondered whether there was blame.

During the internal audit planning session, the auditors and the
Quality Manager reviewed sections of the Quality Procedures Manual
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and made an audit plan. They also reviewed the purpose of the audit,
which was to make sure the Quality Procedures were being followed as
written. The plan included time for the audit team to (in their words)
“argue about whether something is a ‘finding’ [a problem] and about
whether it’s the question or the evidence that is the problem.” The
questions came directly from the standards. The auditors had the
chance to suggest revising the standards through their audit report.
One of the auditors’ comments made me wonder about the work cli-
mate at Metalco, especially during the audit.

As the auditors returned to their planning after a short break, one of
the engineers told a story from a past audit about one of the manual
sections they were planning to audit the next day: “One time I did that
one [element]—Inspections—and I went in right to something I knew
Joe Lang was hiding (in the Quality Lab). And he just looked at me. He
was almost crying and he said, ‘Why are you doing this?’”

Some people laughed at this story. The Quality Manager expressed
quick disapproval: “You’re not supposed to know. The trick [of doing a
good audit] is to separate what you find [using the audit procedures]
from what you ‘know is there.’” The laughter died out.

The next day, as the auditors assembled before splitting into two
three-person teams, the Quality Manager warned them that the audit
was not “a witch hunt.” Again, in a company that is trying to run a no-
blame management style, I wondered about the potential for finding
fault, for embarrassing people. I did not know what to expect.

I shadowed one pair of auditors as they went through the buildings
asking to see documents and questioning people about how they did
their job, as they traced the Quality Procedures according to the man-
ual. Even though I had spent many days in the plant and on the shop
floor before the audit, I learned a lot that day about how the paper-
work flowed, and why. Production itself was secondary to the audit.
Auditors only looked at parts in crates to see if they were labeled.
They checked clipboards and engineering drawings and work orders
everywhere. They checked that people were recording their employee
numbers and signing documents in all the right places. Paperwork
was everything to the audit. It was rich and meaningful. There seemed
to be a sort of sacred trust between the standards manual and the
documented practices in the company, and auditors took every
breach of that trust seriously.

The Internal Audit, Part 2: The Homemade Chart Crisis

On the second day of the audit, an “Uncontrolled Document” was dis-
covered in use in a production area, and it caused quite a stir. The doc-
ument in question (Fig. 4.2) was a single-page table made and printed
by a Machine Operator. He was using it to track detailed measure-
ments to one-tenth of a thousandth of an inch, of five dimensions of the
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part his computer-controlled metal machining center was making.
Jonathon was the lead hand in his work group, and he was teaching
others to run machining centers. He kept a binder of his own notes,
mostly word processed, but some in his neat printing. The Quality As-
surance system required Jonathon to sign off on a First Article (Fig.
4.3) form when the first part following a new set-up is made, and then
track six dimensions of the part through its production run on a Statis-
tical Process Control (SPC) record chart. He was completing this offi-
cial document, but also using his “homemade” chart to keep more
detailed information. This homemade document drew the attention of
the audit team because he had not stamped it “For Reference Only”
with the required red-ink stamp. This made it an Uncontrolled Docu-
ment in use in the Controlled Materials area, which is a violation of ISO
rules for document control.

The Auditors were initially excited by this find and hurried back to
the meeting room talking animatedly. I learned that this kind of finding
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could be treated as a major breach of documentation practice if found
by “external auditors.” Too many such breaches could threaten the
company’s ISO certification. It was a dramatic moment in the audit.

The mood of the group shifted quickly as they considered the risk
and the source of this breach. The auditors talked through their con-
cerns as the guest, the Quality Manager and I sat silently. One of the au-
ditors started in almost immediately. “I don’t want to discourage
initiative or say that people from the shop can’t add things to their
work. So what can we do, can we let this happen?”

No-one suggested this worker was doing a poor job, or that his
homemade checklist form was not helping him in his work. All the
right forms, the Controlled Documents were being used correctly in
this instance. This Uncontrolled Document was extra. Jonathon was
running a new product on a new machine. He was double-checking,
using a form of his own making. Two other auditors chimed in.
Jonathon’s checklist would have been okay if it were handwritten. It
would have been okay if it were stamped “For Reference Only.”

In a little over 10 minutes, the auditors decided to write the docu-
ment up as an “isolated incident of an Uncontrolled Document in use
in production.” It was not part of a pattern, just a single case that was
not a threat to product quality. With this resolution, there was no re-
quirement for official Corrective Action. Someone would speak to
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Jonathon about the “For Reference Only” stamp, but there would be no
confrontations, no retraining or corrective action.

Later that day I asked the guest auditor from the supplier company
about this. She felt that the auditors had reached a good decision and
had not been swayed by the “classic feelings of superiority of office peo-
ple over shop people.” But she had more to say about the form:

That should tell you that the inspection sheet isn’t working for him [the
operator]. [Jonathon’s] form was better. It was clearer. I understood it
right away. That didn’t seem to be on [the auditor’s] radar, that this was
better or maybe that the system [and the controlled generic form] wasn’t
working for people.

So I asked the auditors if Jonathon’s form was better. They said: “It’s
not that simple. The Controlled Document is generic for all parts and
products in the company. If we put exact dimensions of any one part
there [as Jonathon did], then we tie ourselves into maintaining it.”

One of the reasons Jonathon’s checklist of part dimensions was so
easy to understand is that he had copied the exact dimensions of each
size from the engineering drawing, and presented the dimensions in a
table, with spaces to check off when he got them right every day. The
Controlled Document is generic. It has spaces for the important mea-
surements, but you read them from the latest revision of the appropri-
ate engineering drawing. The drawing is controlled and the form is
controlled, but the one does not update the other. Transferring the
numbers risks an error. The system controls for that error by not copy-
ing the exact dimensions, since they may change with each new draw-
ing revision. So here, in the perspectives of the outside guest auditor
and the internal auditors, we see very different interpretations of the
local meanings of the homemade form and the official Controlled Doc-
uments. The guest places value in the functionality of the checklist in
production. The engineers place higher value in the overall system and
how the documents work together for everyone, not just for one ma-
chine or one part.

This whole incident brings to light the opportunities, the con-
straints and the potential perils of literacy practices at Metalco. In par-
ticular it shows that much more is at stake than relations between
co-workers in production who learn together and negotiate the mean-
ings of their charting and writing and reading in the course of doing
their work. Literacy practices at Metalco were about more than making
parts. I was impressed with the constraints of the audit and the jeop-
ardy of the unexpected homemade checklist. The different meanings
that different people had for Jonathon’s act of making the checklist
and using it were clear to me. I followed this up and asked individuals
for more of their thinking about the homemade checklist until I felt I
had an understanding of all of its meanings. Here is a summary from a
taped interview with one of the auditors six weeks later:
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You don’t want to come down heavily on the lay person who was doing
something outside the defined system … not holding it up as a wonderful
example, but at least to say “He’s taking good initiative,” but then explain
to him that if you need to do this kind of stuff, there are channels through
which you really should move to get it done.

“Do I subvert the system?” answered another one of the auditors
when I asked him to explain why they decided not to take official cor-
rective action over the incident of the Uncontrolled Document, “Sure, I
do.” He elaborated, saying that sometimes you need to get things done
and follow up later with the papers. He explained that with experience,
he learned to take responsibility and to recognize what can be a prob-
lem: “Maybe two cases in a hundred is there a problem that will really
be a problem with the product. For ISO, every problem is the same. It
tries to make it black and white, but it isn’t. Manufacturing is more of
an art.”

For this auditor, who is an engineer, making a big deal out of the
homemade form might have risked the confidence the shop workers
have in Engineering. He recognizes that there is a relationship between
the way he treats people and the way they will treat him, and, by exten-
sion, engineers and the company. “An experienced [worker] like
Jonathon, he knows. Machinists are about perfection. What we give
them should be as perfect as what they give us.” His implication is that
he trusts Jonathon, so he did not want to give Jonathon, and by exten-
sion shop workers, unnecessary trouble over a systems breach that he
judged did not put any product at risk.

What did Jonathon say later? I shadowed him for hours with his
permission before I brought it up, in case it was a sensitive subject. It
wasn’t. He said he never felt personally at risk because of the form. The
crisis happened away from his hearing. His Production Manager, who
was not part of the audit and was only passing on a message, reminded
Jonathon about the “For Reference Only” stamp. Jonathon knew that
his form was reported as an “Uncontrolled Document in use in pro-
duction,” but he did not see that as him getting into trouble personally.
He explained that he had not easily found the stamp, and that he
should have written “For Reference Only” on the form himself, but he
didn’t. It was a busy time, the new program for the new product was not
stable, and he was working a lot of overtime. He showed me that he has
preserved his checklist along with his other personal notes in a binder.
“For Reference Only” was stamped neatly in red at the top right margin
of the page.

This incident showed me a controlling, judgmental side to the cul-
ture of documentation that I did not experience on the production floor
outside the audit. The tension and animated discussion generated by
the homemade document also showed me that there was a risk in-
volved in writing things down, and not just a risk of error or a risk of
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disclosure, but a risk to the quality designation of the company, which
they needed to stay in business. And as the auditors decided in their re-
sponse, there was also a risk to social equilibrium, to trust, to respect
and to participation.

The standardization and the control of documents met an external
need, the need for ISO registration to show that there was a system and
that the system was in use—exactly as written down. The Quality Pro-
cedures Manual and the audit gave external meanings to both the doc-
uments themselves and to the act of using them. This was literacy
practice as an international movement for reliability and control.

More than that, the auditors who were managers, coordinators and
engineers found the system meaningful. They saw value in having not
just the registration, but also the standardized forms. One of the se-
nior managers described the Inspection Form to me as the “gold stan-
dard” for them. They had managed to combine five old forms into one
that was used and signed off each time a part was inspected, as the first
part in a run, at a change of tool, or at other inspection points in the
manufacturing process. He explained that no new record-keeping or
production tasks were added to inspections through the ISO docu-
mentation, but there was now one standard form, no matter what the
part was, no matter what the machine. As a different senior manager
put it, “ISO hasn’t really added work for us, but we have had to stan-
dardize things. There is more written material and it’s more important
than it used to be.”

More important indeed, if so many levels of relationship between the
company and customers, between co-workers and departments can
be put at risk through a homemade checklist. This manager recog-
nized that the written material is much more important for initiating
work, for processing materials and even for ordering supplies, as well
as all the quality and documentation meanings of those same writings.

The people who took part in the internal audit, and the senior man-
agers who received the results and committed resources to address
the problems identified, felt the system helped them focus on prob-
lems. This was another meaning of the documentation system. It was a
route to understanding problems and ultimately through the Correc-
tive Action Reports, a way of getting problems solved. The written pro-
cedures and the structured audit process had this meaning of focusing
on problems that could be resolved to improve quality.

Among the managers and the senior engineers I found the actual au-
thors of most of these forms and procedures. They worked with a con-
sultant setting up the Metalco quality system to ISO, and much of what
they adopted was based on the consultant’s templates from other com-
panies. They could see the whole system level of meaning expressed to
the whole controlled document network. Like the Quality Assurance
worker, Joe Lang, these managers and engineers could see the inter-
section of all the bits of data and all the collection points in the docu-
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mentation of the work processes of the company. This perspective was
not a local meaning on the shop floor. I didn’t see it until I followed the
audit and spent time with the people who had that perspective.

“It’s a Management Thing”

Matt is an engineer and a manager. He has been part of this research all
along, and he was interested in the idea of “a systems study of print
communication,” his terms for what I was studying. His office was in
the engineering section in the Old Building, where there are two floors
of offices divided into several rooms. Most people work cubicle style,
divided from co-workers by partitions, but Matt has an office with wall
and a door. In an audio-taped interview in his office, I told Matt that I
was interested in the internal ISO audit and in the findings. He is part
of the management group that receives the audit report and agrees to
the Corrective Actions. I also asked about the seeming contradiction of
which workers were found to be keeping all their documents, and
which were not. He offered the interpretation that the workers’ litera-
cies and their competencies, whatever they are, are not at the heart of
the issue. He looked for an explanation among his own group:

I guess what seems to have happened with our quality system in general
is that we have written down a lot of rules and we’ve tried to make them
simple, and we’re simply not explaining them to people and getting every-
body to follow up. Generally, people in this [Old] Building have been with
[Metalco] longer. Probably a lot of [the production workers in the Old
Building], their education is lower. So it doesn’t quite tie into that. It’s just
that they have had somebody explain to them, “Okay, this is what you
need to do.” In the other building [the New Building] we’re being sloppy
for some reason … we’re just not doing it. And it’s not an education thing
or a literacy thing. It’s a failing on [Metalco’s] part to provide the training,
then support it and follow it up. And so I guess it really comes down as a
management thing.

I learned that Matt and his management colleagues see themselves
as part of the social system and part of the problems at Metalco. This
seems to be another degree of difference from our other research sites.
Where some people would be quick to retrain or to blame the low skills
of their workforce for problems, these managers have settled on a way
to frame that problem that gives them a place to act without blaming
the skills and attitudes of production workers for every problem.
Metalco’s workplace educators would say that there is a “continuum of
ease” with reading, writing and math tasks among the production
workers, some of them facing challenges in regards to their “essential
skills.” That turns out to be only one view of the puzzle here. Matt goes
on to say that the company and the mangers are “not getting everyone
on the same page … even though these things are documented.” He
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doesn’t actually say that workers who were not completing their charts
fully don’t see what the charts mean to the overall system and to the
company. But I took him to mean that the focus wasn’t so much just on
simply reading the page of procedures, but understanding it and read-
ing it together so that its meaning is shared.

When I first started to learn about the quality system and the ISO
documents, I thought that some people believed that because it was
documented it was real. This seemed endearingly clueless, like the
Dilbert cartoons by Scott Adams that chronicle the absurdities and
contradictions of working life. Writing procedures down does not
make people follow them. The lived activities are more real than the
ISO procedures for workers, even when the two match. In listening and
asking more, I learned that maybe most people in the company saw the
contradictions between the contested reality of documented proce-
dures and their lived experience, and despite any contradictions, they
focused on getting better at what they did within the constraints of
working life at Metalco.

CONCLUSION

What did I learn from all those months researching literacy and liter-
acy learning at Metalco? I learned a lot about how completely en-
meshed literacy practices are in the working activities of production
workers and others at this high-tech company. Until I stopped to
watch, I had never seen the reading and writing that goes on in the mo-
ments of a machining cycle. I had never really thought about the group
learning and the negotiation of meaning that goes on in work groups
surrounded by a noisy production floor. I also learned about the over-
all system to document work and communicate important informa-
tion through the shorthand of data, of graphs and of drawings. I saw
literacies in use that depended on a deep understanding of work
gained through experience and interactions with experienced workers.
As I have recounted, I learned about the International Standards Orga-
nization, and the constraints it places on literacy practices. Who would
have thought that making a checklist on your home computer, as
Jonathon did, could matter to so many people in so many ways? I also
learned about Metalco Production System/Toyota Production System
and the procedural controls it demands from a workplace. I learned
that machined metal parts are defined and created on three axes (x, y,
and z) and that you need all three coordinates to define a point in space
so the machining center can mill it from a piece of metal.

I think that a social practice view of literacy and learning aims to be
just that kind of three-dimensional view that allows for different per-
spectives. Reading work at Metalco is not easy. The fast interpretation
of situations can lead to misinterpretation, as we saw in the story of the
workers not completing their charts, which at first seemed paradoxi-
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cal. This is surely a cautionary tale for those of us who try to under-
stand work, workers and their literacies. It is easy to jump to conclu-
sions about someone’s skills in use, and it is difficult to listen for all the
rich local meanings that give a situation logic and depth.

We have said that Metalco has a “culture of documentation.” And in
that culture of documentation, work itself is a literacy practice. I have
tried to cast some light on that work, and on the complexity of issues in-
terwoven with print literacies in the evolving work culture of Metalco.
Literacies at Metalco are also inseparable from participation, training
and change. Metalco is evolving so rapidly that by the time I wrote this
research up, much of what I described physically had changed there.
Metalco’s managers are responding to global business forces and the ac-
cumulating constraints of a world culture of quality programs. At the
same time, those managers are trying to set a course for planned change
and Continuous Improvement that depends on shared meanings.

The managers at Metalco gave us pause, and they gave us hope. They
spoke a lot about the need for understanding, for seeing the benefit, for
seeing participation and compliance as “a management thing.” They
also set themselves a unique task among our sites: to try to create a
no-blame culture where improvements could be made by focusing on
the system rather than scapegoating the people. More than that,
Metalco’s managers and other workers recognized learning as a hu-
man activity and not a neutral transfer of knowledge.

Metalco is farther down the road on the Quality Journey. That road
is not just the road to manufacturing excellence and MPS/TPS imple-
mentation. Metalco is farther down the road to understanding that
learning and participating in work depends not only on individuals,
but also on the way their work is organized, on the climate they work
in, and on how they are managed. Literacies at work at Metalco are
literacies recognized as embedded in the social practices of the people
who work together there.
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Part II

Reflections
on Learning

In the remaining four chapters, we reflect in different ways on what can be learned
from the stories and the research settings described in Part I. Chapter 5 explores
key moments of teaching and learning that illustrate barriers to both learning and
using literacies in the classroom and on the job. Chapter 6 explores how a social
practice view of literacies can pose new challenges, as well as offer new horizons,
in the practice of workplace education. Chapter 7 offers a more in-depth discus-
sion of social practice theories, illustrating how they shape our research stories. It
also invites readers to think about ways that these theories relate to their own ev-
eryday practice as educators. Chapter 8 offers a brief conversation among the
five of us on the joys and pitfalls of collaborative research.





5

Workplace Learning
and Literacies

in Practice
Mary Ellen Belfiore and Sue Folinsbee

This chapter addresses workplace learning by examining a job
training session and an orientation session at two of our sites, Triple Z
and Texco.1 Although our stories take place in formal sessions, the les-
sons we want to emphasize can be applied to any type of workplace
learning: formal or informal, in the classroom, on the job or in meet-
ings. By bringing a social perspective on literacy to this training and
learning, we hope to show that many aspects of learning are missed
when the focus is primarily on transmitting knowledge and skills with-
out considering intervening social factors.

In previous chapters, we have looked at the social practices of work
and literacy by asking what, why and how people participate in literacy
practices as part of their jobs. We explored how social relations, power
dynamics and accepted ways of working structure how people deal
with print. Similarly, in this chapter, we want to examine literacies, and
learning within the fabric of working life, because it is there that people
find opportunities, meanings and thus reasons to participate in learn-
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ing or not. How well people can apply their skills on the job depends on
the social practices within which they learn and use them.

Our treatment of literacies in job training and in other forms of
workplace learning necessarily includes work practices where people
use what they have learned. This issue of use2 is not separate from lit-
eracy practices or training practices. In people’s experience, literacies,
training and use are interwoven, and we want to examine that weave,
not single, separate threads. Job trainers are more likely to focus on
how well people use their training on the floor, but workplace educa-
tors often stop at the classroom door and miss how people use or don’t
use their literacy learning to get things done at work.

Educators might say that what happens with literacies on the floor
is not their business or their responsibility; issues of the social and
power relations that structure work practices might appear to be
about organizational development, not literacies and learning. In this
research, we see them as inseparable. In taking a social perspective on
literacy, we follow the thread of literacy throughout training and onto
the plant floor. We want to see literacies as they are enacted, as people
use them to participate. This notion of use is important because mean-
ings reside in the uses we make of language and literacies, not in ab-
stract words and letters taken out of context. The meanings-in-use of
literacy practices determine, for instance, if and how operators will fill
out their production forms, safety reports or quality documentation
no matter what training they have received.

We direct this chapter, then, not just to company trainers, human re-
source developers and workplace educators, but also to production
managers, quality assurance directors and supervisors, who have their
share in creating the social practices of literacy on the plant floor. To ex-
plore these practices within the social fabric of work, we present stories
from formal training sessions for quality and food safety. Because we
come at these stories from nontraditional ways of viewing training, the
stories sometimes take unexpected turns as deeper layers of meaning
are uncovered. The stories trace the thread of literacy through training
and onto the plant floor. We begin by covering some familiar territory in
addressing the language and literacy barriers that discourage involve-
ment, interest and engagement with the training in the classroom, but
then we push further by examining the social practices of literacy out-
side the classroom that present quite a different picture. The contradic-
tions between literacy use promoted in idealized training sessions and
literacy use on the floor are dramatic and offer convincing evidence for
adopting a complex, socially situated view of literacy.

Giselle Mawer (1999) in Language and Literacy in Workplace Edu-
cation argues for this wider social practice view, and says educators
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have to learn how to “navigate the multilayered discourses of the work-
place.” She comments further on what this view means for the roles of
workplace educators: “With the scope of workplace education moving
beyond the classroom, holding in tension the various paradoxes of the
‘praxis’ of individual and organizational learning involves a delicate
balancing act” (p. 286).

With these stories, we hope to stretch our collective understanding
through insights into workplace life, including training. We want to
shine the light on issues and practices that trainers and educators
don’t usually have the opportunity to investigate in as much depth as
researchers do. We want to show how deeply important these issues
are to workers and how they influence what and how workers read,
write, communicate and learn at work.

TRAINING IN PRACTICE

Across all our research sites, various kinds of training are mandated by
Standard Operating Procedures and/or by international certification
systems for quality and safety. In these cases, the procedures usually re-
quire workers and staff to sign off on their training to show they com-
pleted it, and sometimes that they understood it. This training is aimed
at bringing people in line with standardized quality or safety practices,
as well as shaping their attitudes and behavior to fit the goals of the orga-
nization. So, in theory, as people become more engaged with the quality
practices, they become more the type of employee the company wants.
But in real life, in that crowded intersection of practices, people, learn-
ing and identities, we often find a complex set of relationships that is not
as predictable. The growth and transformation of identities takes place
within that complex fabric, in the relationships between work, people,
learning and literacies. There we find multiple and sometimes conflict-
ing reasons for accepting, resisting, modifying and making sense of
training that is offered and learning that is intended.

We observed some similar training practices across all our sites where
a gap between intentions and achievements in learning was evident:

• Sign-off procedures for mandatory quality training. This system
ensures quantity (numbers of training sessions), but may not re-
flect effective participation and understanding.

• Lecture-style teaching, with the trainer’s talk time far outweigh-
ing workers’ participation.

• Print materials with dense text, sophisticated vocabulary and jar-
gon beyond the reach of many workers; in oral presentations we
often saw the same use of inaccessible language.

• Long stretches of reading aloud by the trainer and sometimes by
the workers.
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• Different types of written tests, quizzes and games to verify work-
ers’ attention and knowledge.

In the stories that follow, we begin by exploring the dilemmas associ-
ated with each of these common training practices. They are character-
istic of transmission-based training methods that present information
as passed on unchanged from trainer to worker, regardless of environ-
ment, social relations, status and other social dynamics. These prac-
tices are also familiar in how they maintain a hierarchy of teacher as
superior to students, or, in this case, of trainers as superior to work-
ers. We found it ironic that these practices persisted in our research
sites despite their contrast with these organizations’ stated visions,
goals and commitments to empowerment. Even more surprising,
these training practices persisted despite the workers’ frequent and
visible lack of engagement during the training itself and the often
much-lamented failure of such training to lead to changes on the job.

These training events were often conceived and mounted as the
company’s best efforts to support learning. As such, they reveal as
much about the culture of the organization as they do about the con-
tent and method of training. But here we have the added dimension
and irony of a conscious learning activity aimed at changing practices
through increased knowledge, awareness or skills, yet still reproduc-
ing the same barriers, gaps and shortcomings. These contradictions
persist because learning is a social process. The fundamental goal of
training may be to harmonize meanings and align workers through
standard work practices and shared goals. But individuals give differ-
ent meanings to training and print materials as surely as they do to
quality regulations and to all the work practices they engage in. As a re-
sult, these training stories are full of the contradictions that character-
ize many activities connected with work practices, most clearly a
contradiction between the theory espoused in training and the reality
of using what was learned in practice. Until job training and workplace
learning take these contradictory meanings into account, they will con-
tinue to be less than effective in achieving engagement and active par-
ticipation from workers as well as staff and supervisors.

Most companies promise and hope that training will actually result in
better quality, better safety and a more aligned workforce. Trainers share
these hopes along with making the training relevant and interesting to
their participants. The workers we talked to about training indicated they
wanted their learning to be practical, useful and interesting—not “over
their heads,” with the trainers trying to display their own knowledge or
“talking down” to workers. Our stories attempt to uncover some of the
practices around work and learning that could account for whether peo-
ple engage with literacy and with other goals of training.

We begin with Triple Z, the food processing plant, and its metal de-
tector training, which is part of the company’s food safety certification
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program. The trainer herself pushes literacy and documentation prac-
tices beyond the training room to get answers about the real practice
on the floor. In contrast, at Texco, the textile manufacturer, the trainer
confines her ISO orientation and documentation issues to the training
room. The researcher is left to uncover the contradictions between the
ideals promoted in the orientation session and the real use of docu-
mentation in work practices. Each story begins with a brief summary
of the research site to remind readers of key issues described in previ-
ous chapters on Triple Z (chap. 1) and Texco (chap. 2).

TRIPLE Z AND HACCP TRAINING: MARY ELLEN’S STORY3

Triple Z, a food processing plant, is a multicultural and multilingual
workplace with an older workforce. Immigrants form the large majority
of workers, staff and managers. English is the second language of this
majority, and the range of competence in both language and literacy var-
ies from basic to near native speaker levels, with many older workers
near the basic end of the scale. At the time of my data collection, Triple Z
was preparing for certification with an international food safety pro-
gram called Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point or HACCP.

HACCP is an all-encompassing system regulating many aspects of
the company’s operation: the physical plant, finance, sales, produc-
tion and training, as well as values, beliefs, behaviors, language and lit-
eracy. Through its standardization and conformance policies, it
creates new forms of social practice within the communities in the
company, such as completing paperwork in an acceptable and timely
manner. Training is mandated in this system as one way to initiate peo-
ple into these practices and then to maintain their compliance. Grad-
ually, through voluntary compliance or through discipline if necessary,
managers aim to align all of the workforce with the standards and
identities required by HACCP.

I attended a variety of formal training sessions that took place both on
the plant floor and in the small company boardroom. In addition, there
were innumerable opportunities for managers to promote the HACCP
vision: the safe, standardized, documented operations of a company
that has seen the light about the importance of quality and safety. Man-
agers talked about HACCP in meetings and regularly introduced newly
designed forms for supervisors and for workers in production. Man-
agers used HACCP certification as a motivator, a threat, a sales pitch or
the driver for tougher discipline. Without this certification, they would
lose their most lucrative accounts, a big box retailer and an interna-
tional fast food chain; both customers required certification by a speci-
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fied date. For Triple Z managers, the literacy practices required by
HACCP moved from being an extra responsibility to being part of the
core work of the plant. They treated training seriously and had high ex-
pectations for what it could accomplish in changing people’s sense of
themselves, their roles, responsibilities and behaviors at work.

On-the-Job Training Sessions

First there was a series of on-the-job training sessions to help workers
check their product coding for quality and safety, and to complete their
checklists accurately and fully (see chap. 1, Literacies, Compliance
and Certification). These sessions came just before a preliminary
HACCP audit by external examiners. The HACCP Coordinator, seeing
these sessions as just reminders of good practice, decided that a quick
review on the floor of correct documentation procedures with the qual-
ity trainer would be sufficient.

But even after the training on the floor, inaccurate reporting contin-
ued, raising the potential for wasted product, loss of revenue and low
grades on the official audit. As the story of the meeting in the Triple Z
chapter shows, these sessions failed to produce the managers’ desired
results: understanding, accuracy and willingness. The message they
wanted to get through to workers was that their documentation
counts; in fact, it’s all they can count on when there are recalls or re-
turns of product. The company had to depend now on accurate, fully
descriptive documentation to prove that it had conformed to HACCP
standards. From my observations and interactions, I think workers re-
alized that the company was at risk of losing important customers, but
never fully understood the connection with HACCP.

After these on-the-job training sessions, I spoke with Bozena, an
Eastern European with English as her second language, who was the
Coordinator for HACCP and for Quality Assurance. She said she had
specifically used a trusted and skilled lab technician as the trainer to
ensure that operators would get the best training. In her eyes, the train-
ing failed because workers didn’t pay attention; this was, after all, only
a review of documentation practices that they should have already
been following.

From an educator’s viewpoint, I saw the problem quite differently. I
saw the training process itself as partly responsible for discouraging
involvement, attentiveness and understanding. The training for ma-
chine operators to improve their documentation was delivered while
the lines were running, with noise loud enough to miss 50% of what
was said. I watched this training process closely and saw workers’ eyes
and ears tuned to their responsibilities in production, not to the fine
points of documentation. Most educators would recognize the impor-
tance of these environmental conditions that affect training. But in fact,

200 5. Workplace Learning and Literacies in Practice



those conditions were just one strand of the story revealing why there
were problems with documentation at Triple Z (see chap. 1).

Training for Critical Control Points

After this on-the-job training, Bozena began a series of more formal
training sessions for all workers responsible for the five Critical Con-
trol Points (CCPs). These small group sessions were held in the board-
room and featured overheads, handouts, group discussion and
“signing off” procedures to satisfy HACCP training documentation.
These sessions provided sharply contrasting examples of training
practices that seemed either highly successful or highly problematic.

The Presentation

For the group sessions, Bozena focused on the procedures necessary
for routine work and for corrective action in that job position. She only
briefly reviewed the paperwork to reinforce key points in the correct
completion of documentation for each CCP, because that paperwork
had already been the focus of the on-the-job training described above
and of the follow-up meeting. She was trying to bring the big picture of
HACCP to the operators and to show how their jobs fit into the overall
safety system.

Bozena began each session with a review of the steps in the target
job, directing the group to the overheads that she read and commented
on. I saw trainers use this style with stronger or softer delivery in most
of the sessions I attended. Everyone had copies of the overheads as
handouts, although few people actually looked at them. I noted the use
of HACCP jargon as well as quite sophisticated vocabulary and dense
text on handouts and overheads. For instance, the term “non-conform-
ing material” was used in HACCP documents, but I never heard work-
ers use it in conversation. Yet for the training sessions, Bozena used
this term and others like it on the overheads and handouts, apparently
without considering the trainees’ actual capacity to understand. An-
other example appears below.

Metal Contamination
Any sample that is rejected into the rejection area of the detector must be
passed through the detector again to confirm that there may be metal
contamination

This overly scientific and sophisticated language was used in many
of the training sessions I attended with both in-house and external
trainers. In Bozena’s training group, the participants were quiet during
this presentation and didn’t ask questions even when she asked if ev-
erything was clear. She was reviewing the jobs they did every day, al-
though with language they may not have recognized. I could see that the
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company was following its 4-year-old policy of using only English as
the language of communication. But knowing how many workers had a
limited range in both oral and written English, I expected to see the use
of plain or clear English, particularly with safety and quality proce-
dures. Unfortunately, that style seemed to be the exception rather than
the rule in the printed documents, overheads and handouts used in
these training sessions.

Similarly, I was uncomfortable with the familiar practice of reading
aloud, either from overheads or written texts, to get around the prob-
lem of limited reading abilities. This strategy fits with a “transmission”
theory of learning, in which knowledge is seen like a package passing
from one person to the next, out of context and transferable to a range
of settings. But recent thinking suggests that this theory simplifies the
complex interrelationships between knowledge, people and work
practices. Lave (1996) argues that this idea of “learning transfer” “is an
extraordinarily narrow and barren account of how knowledgeable per-
sons make their way among multiply interrelated settings” (p. 151). In
its place she proposes a more social view of learning that shows how
many environmental and social circumstances change what people
come to know and how they participate in learning. Why did Bozena
design her training according to the “transmission” theory, in a way
that overlooked familiar problems?

I thought about the fact that Bozena herself was a second-language
speaker, and she operated totally in English on the job. She rarely lost a
beat in conversations, and only occasionally did she throw a listener
off-track with incorrect grammar, unfamiliar pronunciation or an inap-
propriate word choice. She had mastered HACCP jargon for her own
use, but perhaps she hadn’t considered translating it into clear English.
She had also invested her career at Triple Z in this certification and was
totally immersed in the fine points of this highly detailed, legal-like doc-
umentation. Had she lost perspective and now assumed that the termi-
nology and concepts that informed her thinking and actions were
simple and understandable to others outside the system? True, she
wasn’t hired as a trainer or educator, but the stories that follow show
that in other instances, she set up exemplary learning situations.

To understand this on another level, we can refer to Gee’s (1990) ex-
planation of Discourses: “ways of being in the world” that integrate lan-
guage, values, behaviors, identities and how we present ourselves. In
her analysis of language and ideology in a study of a small manufac-
turer in the communications industry, Katz (2000) further explains
that “our engagement in them [discourses] entails displays of member-
ship in social groups and communities to which we belong” (p. 146).
Bozena’s use of unfamiliar corporate jargon, her lecture-style presen-
tation, and her position of authority establish her as a member of the
HACCP community. They set her apart from her audience even though
her role as a trainer is to bring them into the HACCP discourse. Her
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membership confers power and she can use any aspect of its dis-
course, including language, identity and her behavior, to display this
power and to try to enforce compliance to regulations.

Katz (2000) says that participation in a discourse “naturaliz[es] cer-
tain modes of thought, distributing roles and sanctioning unequal re-
lations of power” (p. 147).4 By looking even briefly at Bozena’s
language, we can begin to see how it is embedded in the world she in-
habits, in the concepts that guide her work as well as her relations with
staff and workers. Her language registers her status and her power to
direct others. It seems natural that trainers will speak and act from
within their own discourse or their own community of practice (even
when it defeats their stated purposes) unless they become aware of
how their language and their behavior work against them. It does not
invite or encourage people to enter into that world; in fact, it reaffirms
the hierarchies of power.

Reality Check

In these same sessions I also saw Bozena using strategies that had pro-
foundly different effects. She demonstrated that she also knew how to
teach from an “inquiry mode,” in which she became the listener, the
one seeking knowledge. As an educator, I felt the most successful part
of the 60- to 90-minute sessions was here, with questions and com-
ments from workers on the success of the procedures to date. Bozena’s
questioning stance allowed her to listen to the world inhabited by her
workers. In response, front-line workers, staff and supervisors laid
bare the intricate patterns of their work practices, that intersection we
spoke of earlier where work, people, communication and documenta-
tion all intertwine. Only then could Bozena see what needed to be
taught in order to draw others into the company vision or discourse
that she participated in.

In one of the early sessions of “speaking their truths,” an operator
said she was actually berated by a co-worker for following the HACCP
standards. I could see that Bozena knew she had to understand this
social world, the actual details of life on the floor, if she was going to ef-
fect change, get people to buy into HACCP and to comply with its de-
mands. Her job was to get the company certified. But she knew and
demonstrated, I believe, that certification would succeed not through
training events alone, but through constant attention to how people
worked or why they didn’t, and through vigilant efforts to align those
realities with the work practices she was trying to teach. Reminders
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alone about what was now required would never change a reality in
which non-compliance made the most sense to workers.

In these sessions, if workers didn’t speak up about problems and
contradictions in the system, Bozena provoked them by referring to
the story of the operator being berated for following standards. She
opened up the possibility for real talk, and the groups, taking the leap
of trust, revealed their dilemmas and sometimes argued over the solu-
tions. Bozena used the sessions not only to get information for improv-
ing the system, but also to build alliances with the workers. She tried
to bridge her quality community with the worker’s front-line commu-
nity, to bring the workers into the practices of quality not just in deeds,
but with their minds, trust and a shared goal.

In one session on the use of the metal detector, workers needed no
help in taking the opportunity to give Bozena a clear idea about what
was really happening on the floor. In the dialogue that follows, Ivan, a
Russian-born mechanic, takes the lead in pointing out where contra-
dictions hobble the safety system. Mechanics are responsible for cali-
brating or setting the metal detector first thing each morning and each
time a new line is set up. They document all their procedures. It is im-
portant that the metal detector be set before any product is run; other-
wise, product could be packed without being checked for metal pieces,
obviously posing a safety risk.

Here is the overhead that Bozena presented earlier in this session
on these essential points:

REMEMBER:
Line CAN NOT run without the metal detector!
Line CAN NOT run without proper calibration in the morning and later
during the day when necessary adjustment is needed!
Direct impact if metal detector is not in function but line is running:
Product is Garbage!!!

The mechanics who calibrated the metal detector and the workers
who checked it every hour were required to document the date, time
and threshold levels, among other items on their checklists. If lab tech-
nicians were tracing a problem with a run of product, they could use
this documentation as evidence in finding the source of the safety or
quality error that resulted in the product being “garbage.” But fre-
quently, workers noticed errors themselves as they operated the line,
and not by referring to documentation.

Ivan the mechanic, drawing on his experience from morning cali-
brations, offered this perspective:

Ivan: Sometimes the line starts without calibration.
Bozena: That can’t be.
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Ivan: But it is [happening]. People start the line. One hundred
and fifty jars [of relish] already gone to the pasteurizer [be-
fore he does the calibration].

Bozena: It’s something [proper procedure] people know already.
Ivan: But they don’t do it.
Worker: You have the opportunity to tell people not to start the line

until you’ve come.
Ivan: Do not start the line until I say OK? [He shakes his head as if

impossible.] The supervisor has to know [that the line can’t
start until we have done our calibration]. There are three
metal detectors. We need time. We need two minutes for a
full calibration on an empty tank. I told them many times in
the kettle room to wait to fill the tank, but they don’t.

Bozena was alarmed to hear that every day some relish got pro-
cessed, packed and shipped without being safety checked for metal
pieces. For her, this was a very dangerous reality, in which the reputa-
tion of the firm was stake. But she knew as well, as these workers did,
that most supervisors and many workers were still focused on quan-
tity, getting out as much product as possible. Supervisors and workers
sometimes made demands on each other to keep production moving,
not to stop the lines even for quality or safety reasons, despite the offi-
cial guidelines. In this case, kettle-room workers and supervisors were
ready to run the relish before the mechanic’s startup time; they often
filled the tank so the operators would have relish available when their
shift began. This procedure made for smooth transitions in the morn-
ing, but didn’t account for safety measures. The mechanic’s documen-
tation would show that the metal detectors had been calibrated with
date, time and results. In this case, the documentation apparently ful-
filled the requirements of HACCP. But, in fact, work practices and dif-
ferent understandings about priorities and requirements resulted in
the opposite, a potentially unsafe product.

An operator in the group who saw how dangerous this could be won-
dered how they could recheck the relish that had missed the safety
checks:

Operator: Going to take a lot of time to put all that relish back
through the line …

Bozena: Do you have any ideas how to do it?
Ivan: That’s your job, to find a better way.

Bozena did in fact find a better way when she brought this problem
up at a staff meeting. She acted on these reality checks by workers, re-
ported what was really happening, and enlisted managers, supervisors
and staff to find resolutions to problems. In these instances, I felt she
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was making an impact on both managers and supervisors by support-
ing the knowledge and experience of workers on the floor. She knew it
was difficult for workers to take action because she told me supervi-
sors still kept hammering away at production numbers:

They [supervisors] are judged by production numbers and I’m judged by
quality and customer complaints.… It’s all about trust. They [workers on
the line] know they can trust us [lab staff] now. It was always there, but re-
ally it was only on paper. Now they can see it.

During the sessions, Bozena also stressed the importance of a
worker’s right to stop the line if quality or safety was in any way com-
promised. But stopping the line carried different meanings in practice
for Bozena and for the workers. Bozena told the group: “It’s your right,
your full right, to stop the line. The wrong way is to keep the line run-
ning.” In one too silent group she provoked them by repeating the story
of the operator harassed by a fellow worker. Then she urged them: “I
promise you. Come and talk to me. Maybe that person really doesn’t
understand. The CFIA [Canadian Food Inspection Agency which certi-
fies HACCP] will come four times a year and ask questions.… So every-
one has to understand.”

How much did people “understand”? That is, how much did they
connect their right to stop the line for safety or quality problems with
stringent HACCP requirements, with keeping their most valued cus-
tomers, with the reputation of the company and finally with their jobs?
That was Bozena’s big-picture story for them; but what many of them
saw instead was the immediate rebound that their actions instigated in
the realm of social and power relations. As we saw, Ivan was already
skeptical about telling the supervisor not to start the line until the cali-
bration was done. He left that job up to Bozena, “to find a better way.”
As for the operators, they knew that they might face censure from their
co-workers as well as from supervisors for slowing down production
and reducing their output. One operator, a South Asian woman, de-
scribed this dilemma as the “power to speak.” From my observations
at Triple Z, I would say that speaking up orally as well as in text re-
quired a certain power that many operators felt they didn’t have.

Operator: The power to speak. We need the power to speak.
Bozena: The people in the lab are friendly. It’s not because of you

that we are dumping product. It’s because something is
wrong. It’s your right to take the proper action.

Bozena tried to deflect fault from individuals and find the cause in
the system or the work practices. In each session there were mixed
opinions about this power to speak. Some workers felt assured that
they could stop the line without fear or intimidation from supervisors
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and co-workers; others did not. Camilla, a young Italian Canadian
worker in the preparation area, recounted another story of how she
had found a part of a knife (from one of dicers) and stopped the line. A
heavy labor worker yelled at her and started the line again (in fact, it
was the same worker as in the operator’s story). Camilla was confused
then about this power to speak and to act. Linda, a Newfoundlander,
and her co-worker urged her to take action.

Linda: Remember what Marty [the previous plant manager]
said—“whenever you see something, you stop the line.” I al-
ways stop the line when I see something.

Camilla: Only the lab has the power to do it.
Bozena, Linda, Ivan (together loudly): No!

I don’t know if Camilla was convinced, but at least she heard another
side of this story and would probably consider what she had learned
the next time safety was at stake. As for documentation, workers
openly admitted to me that writing down errors could easily get them
or their co-workers in trouble. Although they might have the power to
speak in text, many would choose not to. Managers, staff and workers
all confronted these contradictions every day. I think they did their best
to resolve them, acting on what they believed, understood and experi-
enced in the routine of their daily work. That is, they all acted from
within their own communities of practice or their own discourses.

In another group session, Bozena was searching for more answers,
and Armando, an Italian unionized lead hand, pointed to a well-known
dilemma:

Armando: Supervisors put a lot of pressure on people to keep pro-
duction up.

Bozena: If people tell you “we can’t stop [the line],” then tell them
why or come and get me. I’ll be happy to explain. I’m a man-
ager in this place as well, and I can talk to them.… We’ll go
higher and higher until we find the solution. We have to be
100% sure that we did whatever we could.… There’s going
to be a lot of pressure, especially in the summer—pushing,
pushing, pushing. What happens? We have $15,000 in the
garbage. I’ll recall everything. I don’t care about the num-
bers. I care about quality.

Ironically, this particular session was pressured to end by a supervi-
sor who came looking for her workers. She complained that the ses-
sion was supposed to be an hour and it was already an hour and a half.
She had to stop the line because she had no more relish to put into pro-
duction. Bozena responded coolly: “They had a lot of questions.” Sara,
her lab technician, added: “Training is important.” The supervisor
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said she was short-staffed today and had asked for the training to be
postponed. She left angry and frustrated. Bozena dismissed her wor-
ries with, “They knew for three days about it, why are they short?”

So it seems that getting the word out is difficult at many levels as we
see the clash of different and often contradictory meanings about
which aspects of work are important and required for a successful
business. In the participatory sessions, Bozena could let the workers
lead and, by doing so, open up those meanings, literacies and work
practices, as well as the contradictions that she would otherwise have a
difficult time uncovering. As an educator, I too would encourage learn-
ing and training that addresses those contradictions, that acknowl-
edges the intersection where learning takes place and builds on what
people know and do in their social practice at work.

In the next story about an ISO orientation session, the researcher
does that uncovering while the trainer sticks to her prepared script.

TEXCO’S ORIENTATION TO ISO: SUE’S STORY

General Training at Texco

This story is about an ISO orientation session that took place at Texco.
Remember that Texco is a small, privately owned factory that makes
specialized fabrics for a niche market. It has 60 employees, about 17%
of them with English as a second language. Senior managers fully sup-
port the concept of training, and there are a great many formal and in-
formal training sessions offered at Texco on a regular basis. Managers
told me that the purpose of training and education was to provide peo-
ple with tools and skills to do what they need to do, make people feel
better, and to prepare them to be more flexible and interchangeable.
They talked about the social responsibility of the company to provide
this education as well. I heard that although the “results can’t be quan-
tified, they know that it is working. It makes people happy and at the
end of the day it has got to be good for business.” One manager also
told me, “I’m sure it is doing the right thing in the same sense that eat-
ing the right kind of diet is good for you. By doing the right thing you
have to have faith that it is going to pay dividends for you.”

During my 6 months at Texco, I attended WHMIS, SPC, forklift, and
mechanical training sessions. I also saw team meetings and general
meetings used as a forum to address learning points important to
managers. I attended the ISO and safety orientation sessions man-
dated by the company. However, like Mary Ellen at Triple Z, I observed
that much of Texco’s in-house training and learning was heavily print-
oriented, with trainer-directed presentations. I also observed that the
way these sessions were run directly contradicted managers’ open atti-
tude about the benefits of training and the empowered workforce they
said they desired.
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As an educator myself, I saw these as troubling signs. I had a great
urge to do something to improve these training sessions and felt frus-
trated that in my role as researcher, there was little I could do to pro-
vide immediate consultation. In several cases, those employees
leading the training told me that their training was participant cen-
tered and participatory. When I observed these same training sessions,
I saw that this was true in only the most superficial of ways.

ISO Orientation

I observed and participated in the ISO orientation that every Texco em-
ployee was mandated to attend early on during my time at Texco. The
ISO orientation story is important in showing why the ideal message
promoted in training (and in the quality policy and procedural manu-
als) may not always make it to use on the plant floor. In terms of the
training itself, it shows how facilitation methods may impede learning,
and how inaccessible language, large doses of print material and get-
ting people to read aloud can inhibit learning. But at the level of work-
place practices, it also illustrates how what is advocated in the ideal
world of training or orientation may not reflect actual use within the
complex social realm of work. I believe that this story has an important
message for workplace trainers and educators, union representatives
and managers. It reveals the many levels of complexities in training
and the factors that determine the effectiveness of that training.

In the ISO orientation I attended, trainers did not acknowledge or
attempt to discuss the circumstances that existed on the plant floor
that would inhibit workers from following the paperwork that was part
of standardized procedures under ISO (filling in forms, ensuring that
there are proper tickets with each process during the making of the
product the product). For example, there was no acknowledgment of
production pressures and what a worker should do if asked by a su-
pervisor to circumvent ISO documentation and paperwork proce-
dures. The orientation assumed that people were operating
independently of social factors and that if they only knew the impor-
tance of ISO, they would follow the rules. Never during my time at
Texco did I observe an open discussion among managers and workers
about some of the dilemmas and contradictions that workers face at
times in engaging in the literacy expectations of ISO and how these di-
lemmas might be overcome. Most of the discussion was aimed at how
and why workers should comply.

These aspects of the ISO orientation were typical of the many training
and informal learning sessions I observed at Texco and counter to ac-
cepted principles of sound adult education that many of us would take
for granted.
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There are many similarities between the training sessions at Triple
Z and Texco. Like Mary Ellen, I also thought that the training method,
language and the discourse used inhibited rather than promoted an
understanding of the purpose and principles of ISO in the workplace.
In addition, the style of facilitation that reinforced hierarchies of power
and focused on the transmission of knowledge from trainer to worker
operated in a similar way to some of the training stories from Triple Z.

With an inherent belief in the value of training, managers attempted
to impart knowledge about the kind of behaviors they expected from
employees, the kind of people they wanted working at the factory and
their attempts to motivate people to accept company values and engage
in desired behaviors. Yet despite their conscious effort to promote
training, they were often thwarted because of both the style of the com-
munication or training and the contradictions workers faced on the
plant floor.

The first part of the orientation story focuses on the delivery of the
ISO orientation session by an in-house company trainer at Texco. This
focuses mainly on the first layer, the more familiar terrain of training
methodologies and how these can create barriers to learning. These
are the familiar signposts that educators can easily recognize, the trou-
blesome spots that can be readily addressed and improved upon
through our expertise. But to understand that even with the most par-
ticipatory, well-designed training practices, learning-in-use might be
different from that taught in the training or orientation sessions, we
have to look to a deeper layer of meaning in the social realm of work
practices. The second part of this story examines ISO documentation
practices in use where we see the dilemmas of ISO documentation on
the floor. If we view literacies and learning as social practices, we then
see the dilemmas that come up in work practices as part and parcel of
our work as educators in two ways. First, we can examine and provide
opportunity for critical discussion about the dilemmas inherent in the
work practices in our training sessions. Second, we can identify, re-
port on and problem-solve the issues of learning-in-use that are con-
tributing to rough spots on the floor outside of training

The Goal of ISO Orientation: In-House Training

During my first month on the floor as a participant observer, I attended
the ISO orientation with three other employees who had been working
for Texco for several months. The session was delivered by Janet, the
Quality Coordinator, a young woman just out of a textile management
program who had been with the company less than a year. From con-
versations with her, I found that she had good intentions and wanted to
deliver effective sessions that met company goals and were of interest
to employees. In conversations after the orientation, it was also evident
that Janet was aware of some of the flaws in the method of presenta-
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tion she used, and aspired, at least in theory, to do it differently. How-
ever, there were also contradictions between what she said about how
she ran the session and what she actually did.

In an interview with Janet after the session, she explained to me that
her goal for the ISO orientation was to give people a basic understand-
ing of where the company stood on quality. She said that even when she
started, she didn’t know what ISO 9001-registered meant, and that
people should understand this. Janet’s statements showed that she
had bought into the company discourse and goals respecting quality.
She said: “It’s nice to have a little bit of background on where that
[quality issues] stemmed from, why we do it, why we inspect things and
continuously improve, and how that affects us as a company. You
know, we get more customers or more profitable, everybody’s profit-
sharing goes up or something. You know, it’s nice to tie it all in.”

I asked Janet if people had to know everything that is outlined in the
30-page handout we received in orientation. She told me that they have
to be able to fill in forms for their particular job, and follow the Stan-
dard Operating Procedures for the particular job they’re doing. She ex-
plained: “If they’re following the procedures and they’re using those
tools (because basically those forms are a tool of recording informa-
tion and passing it on, communicating it to other people) … if they’re
doing those correctly, if they’re doing everything correctly and filling it
in, they’re following our quality system.”

I observed that Janet did not acknowledge the social realm of work
in her responses about how to correctly follow the ISO quality system.
Her response made me think that she saw these elements of ISO oper-
ating independently of the constraints and realities of what actually
happens on the plant floor. Ironically, though, in conversations with
Janet, she told me about her own fear of completing some ISO forms
when she first started at Texco. She also told me how supervisors did
not sign off on training and orientation in a timely way, and how this led
to a mad rush before the external auditor came. However, in my con-
versation with her, she did not connect these stories to the barriers and
contradictions that workers on the floor experienced in doing the doc-
umentation and paperwork required by ISO.

Attending the Session

The bulk of the hour-and-a-half orientation was spent with Janet read-
ing handouts aloud to us or explaining how things work related to qual-
ity at Texco. Throughout the orientation, people asked few questions.

We started off in the Quality Lab, four of us crowded in a semicircle
of chairs around Janet’s desk. All three workers had been working for
Texco at least several months. There were two men, both Caucasian,
one just out of high school. The third worker was a young woman from
South America who spoke English as a second language. The way we
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were physically situated around the trainer was symbolic of training
where the trainer is the authority figure who imparts knowledge to stu-
dents or learners. She handed each of us a folder with 30 pages about
ISO and the ISO 9000 series of standards. The first thing we did was
look at the company values, which Janet read off the company’s busi-
ness card. As Janet read them, she told us:

“The customer is number one.”
“What we say is what we do.”
“Our focus is being number one.”
“We do a lot of training.”

Then Janet turned to us and said, “Is everyone committed to read-
ing aloud? Even you, Sue.” I could feel my heart thudding. The silence
was so thick you could hear a pin drop. Only Todd answered with, “I’d
like to take it home and read it.” As an educator myself, I was initially
stunned that reading aloud would be used as a learning strategy. How-
ever, during my time at Texco, I noted that it was common for supervi-
sors and managers to read aloud to workers or get them to read aloud.
My first thought was that getting people to read aloud showed great in-
sensitivity to those workers who may have been uncomfortable read-
ing in any way. It also had the potential to embarrass people and expose
their weaknesses and reinforce negative learning experiences that they
had in school. One of the production workers who was also a trainer
told me that having people read around is embarrassing for people and
that it was a way to have power over other people. I felt the same. I also
saw reading aloud as an example of how people might feel they were
treated as children (as some in fact told me) and in direct contradiction
to managers’ visions for an empowered work force. I comment more
on reading aloud throughout the story.

The bulk of our time was spent going through the handouts in our
folder. The first handouts, “What is ISO?” and “What are Standards?,”
Janet read aloud to us. In doing so, she kept us close to the meaning
she wanted us to understand. I saw it as an attempt to draw us in to the
language and concepts of the ideal discourse on quality that the com-
pany wanted people to adhere to. But for me, the combination of unfa-
miliar language and hearing the text read aloud served to inhibit rather
than promote understanding of the ISO concept.

Janet told us that “standards help increase reliability” and that
“when we test fabrics [there are] certain specifications.” She also ex-
plained that Texco was ISO 9001 registered, which meant Texco was
capable of measuring various processes. She commented, “There’s a
lot of reading” and “Are there any questions?” Nobody asked anything.
She then showed us two huge red binders, which she explained were
the quality procedural and policy manuals. She showed us the chap-
ters and the index and flipped through the manuals. The purpose of
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this demonstration seemed not to be to engage us in the detailed infor-
mation in these manuals, but to illustrate to us the importance and the
seriousness of the ISO policies and procedures.

We then went to the area of the plant where non-conforming material
and the binder of Non-Conformance Reports (NCRs) were held. At
Texco a “non-conformance” means that something is wrong with a
product or a procedure, and all employees are required to fill out an
NCR when this happens. We examined the NCRs and Janet explained
how to fill one out. This part of the orientation was quite interesting—it
was real, visual and tactile. It appeared to me from their relaxed body
language and conversation that people were much more comfortable
with this part of the training than with reading from a sheaf of papers
that used unfamiliar and complex language. We walked around,
touched the materials and had a look at the NCRs in the binder. This
part of the orientation came closest to the lived reality of ISO on the
plant floor.

We then took our folders to the lunch room. We sat down at a table at
the back and continued to go through the next section in our handouts,
which focused on the “Evolution of the Quality Concept.” Janet read this
section aloud to us. She explained that “We don’t use statistical tech-
niques … we use math, not hard math. Very simple. [It] helps us learn
about processes. A chart can show where the problem is before the
product is made. If we have good quality, more people will buy from us.”

Once she finished the first page, she asked Reg to read the next sec-
tion, “Internal Customer–Supplier Relationship” aloud. He read pain-
fully and haltingly. I shuddered for him as I was transported back into
elementary school. Asking him to read aloud was demeaning and
childlike.

Janet continued to read parts of the handouts aloud to us and
skimmed through other parts. It was interesting that one of our hand-
outs stated that the only correct terms to describe results were “con-
forming” and “non-conforming” and that one must avoid terms such as
“good” or “bad.” To my mind, this attempted to remove the element of
blame from the equation. I found this ironic because during my time at
Texco, fear of being blamed for making a mistake affected whether peo-
ple participated in completing the ISO documentation. Concern about
making a mistake or being blamed was commonplace in workers’
comments regardless of what was emphasized in the ISO orientation.

As we moved to the end of the session, Janet let us know that there
was going to be an internal audit at two o’clock that would check out
the procedural manual to see if it was the same as how people were do-
ing their work in practice. Internal audits were done by designated
people within Texco. Janet explained that internal auditors had to take
a 3-day course, and that there was also an external audit every 6
months. An external audit was going to happen on Friday. I later re-
flected that this would have been a good opening to talk about the rea-

Belfiore and Folinsbee 213



sons why practice might not always be the same as what is outlined in
the procedural manual, but it never came up.

Janet explained to us that during the external audit the auditor
looks at the procedural manual and non-conformances. He or she
checks out the system and tells them where they can improve. The au-
ditor inspects how people do the job, usually focusing on 3 to 4 of the
21 quality elements to see, “Are they really doing this?” “Last time there
was an external audit, there was only one minor non-conformance.
Hopefully this time there will be none,” Janet said.

Janet ended the session by telling us that we were good and patient
and asked if there were any questions. She emphasized the impor-
tance of quality and that “training is a big focus for us … if you need it,
ask.” Through this comment Janet revealed that she saw training as
the answer to difficulties that workers might have with respect to qual-
ity in practice on the floor.

Post-ISO Orientation

I had the opportunity to talk to Janet a couple of weeks after the ses-
sion. It was interesting to hear her reflect on when she had received her
own ISO orientation. I wondered whether Janet obviously had learned
from her own experience that this was an effective teaching strategy.
She said, “I remember when I received the orientation. Garth, Jarrod
and Alain and I, we sat around outside … it was a nice day … on one of
the picnic tables, and we took turns reading. We had some questions
and we answered them.” This picture she described of her own orien-
tation was much more participatory than the one she delivered. Her
orientation appeared to be collegial, with everyone at the table being on
an equal footing and contributing to the discussion. The kind of learn-
ing she enjoyed so much didn’t seem to be replicated in the sessions
she delivered.

I was interested in Janet’s reasons behind about how she delivered
the ISO orientation. She talked about reading out loud: “It’s nice to
have some people read out loud. It forces you to make sure that they’re
reading it and they’re not just listening and wondering a little bit you
know, and getting them to participate.” She talks about being sensitive
to whether people would be comfortable reading when she says:

I said “Are you all comfortable reading?” I knew Dana wouldn’t be com-
fortable reading. I get that from her. I don’t want to force people to read
something and maybe not understand what the words are. When there’s
a word and people are saying “Like what are you talking about?” so that’s
why I don’t even like using that word.

The first thing I noticed was that although Janet had good inten-
tions, she had little understanding of how asking people to read aloud
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might affect them or embarrass them. Moreover, she equated a per-
son’s ability to read with language ability rather than literacy. It also ap-
peared that Janet’s understanding of reading was that participants
should get one meaning of the text: her meaning.

The reading of the text aloud follows the “transmission” theory of
learning, that one can give the same information and message to every-
one by imparting it to them in the same way. But meanings are multi-
ple, localized in people’s experience of events and relationships. If the
meanings of texts are varied and contested, then an important part of
“understanding” any reading material would be in people’s interpreta-
tions of the text and what the text is telling them to do—the resulting ac-
tions on the floor. Janet’s definition of participation seemed to be a
narrow one: to be present and to be engaging in some way with the text.
For me, participation and engaging with the text would be about mak-
ing clear people’s own meanings, and including a discussion of the di-
lemmas that occur.

I asked Janet how she planned and prepared for the ISO orientation
She explained that she had delivered the session numerous times be-
fore. She said that this one was different because she had added a few
sheets from a lecture she had prepared for the textile class, part of her
textile management program. She said that you couldn’t prepare spe-
cifically for different situations because you wouldn’t know what peo-
ple were going to ask you. She explained that she didn’t really like to sit
and talk all the time, but liked people to ask questions.

I asked Janet how she would instruct me to prepare to deliver this
ISO session if I had never done it before. I was fascinated by the contra-
dictions in what she said about delivering the session and how she ac-
tually delivered it in practice.

One of the things she emphasized to me was that I would need to “get
through to them” about the mission, to make people feel part of some-
thing. Part of what she said reflected my previous comments about the
need to transmit the official meaning of the company mission and ISO
in the orientation rather than discussing the dilemmas of what actually
happens on the plant floor. Janet told me I should also set examples
specifically for the departments that people were coming from. She
also instructed me to read over the material again and let people ask
questions throughout rather than at the end.

As an educator, I found Janet’s advice very much in line with what I
would do to prepare an orientation or training session myself. Where
we differed was in our interpretation of participation and the role of the
facilitator as an authority figure. We also differed in our interpretation
of why people did or did not complete ISO documentation in the official
way intended. Janet seemed to believe it came down to individual
knowledge and skills, whereas I tended to think it had more to do with
the stresses and tensions in the social realm of work. Whether one par-
ticipated in the quality system had more to do with the authority of oth-
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ers, relationships with co-workers, and workload. Perhaps the
orientation session could have been more effective by designing partic-
ipation in the way that Janet experienced it in her own orientation, and
by having a real discussion of the dilemmas and contradictions around
doing the paperwork required by ISO out on the floor.

Regarding the language used in training, Janet told me that she used
words like “environment” instead of “milieu.” Perhaps she was so im-
mersed in the quality discourse that it was hard for her to see that the
language of the quality discourse as a whole, especially as it was repre-
sented in print, created barriers in understanding for participants.

I asked Janet what was working well about the orientation and what
she would like to change. She said she would like to have a plant tour
and have other Texco employees talk about the part they play in the
quality system. She suggested that more hands-on activities and visu-
als would have been better to pass on information. She reflected: “The
package is nice as a reference, but I don’t think it’s always the most ef-
fective way to pass on information … just to read through something,
you know, or for me to read it to them.”

I found that there was a sharp contrast between the ISO orientation
and how people actually approached paperwork and documentation
on the factory floor. The next story of ISO standards in use strongly ex-
poses the silences that took place in the orientation session.

Contradictions Between Training and Learning-in-Use

The two scenarios that Jarrod told me comparing the ideal world of
work practices and ISO documentation and what really happens on
the floor were revealing. It illustrated the gap between the ideal practice
promoted in training and orientation and the reality of what happened
on the production floor. It was compelling proof of why we needed to go
deep into the lived experience of workers on the floor to understand
the trouble spots in training and orientation.

Scenario 1: The Ideal World According to Jarrod

A piece of fabric comes out of the Weave Room. A first quality check has
to be done [to ensure the fabric is running according to a normal range of
specifications]. A sample goes to the Lab to be approved. Then Stan
takes the ticket that is with the roll of fabric and enters into the AS4000
system. He weighs it and puts the number of meters into the system. The
next process is to heat-set it. Stan should receive a work order for heat
setting. He should do the heat setting, complete the work order and enter
it into the system. The next process is Coating. Tom should get the fabric
and a work order from Elizabeth for Coating. He runs the fabric and en-
ters the work order into the system. He prints up new tickets for it and
then Ted takes it for Shipping. Ted then prints documents for Shipping.
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Scenario 2: What Really Happens

The problem is that we are behind. A roll comes out of the Weave Room
that should have been shipped yesterday. I ask Stan to heat-set it and give
it to Tom. First thing is that there has been no sample. Stan didn’t weigh
the fabric and has no idea of the length. He heat-sets it without a work or-
der. He passes it to Tom. Tom doesn’t know the meters. No work order
can be made. Larry doesn’t know the meters and Ted can’t ship it. The
Weave Room says it is so many meters. This is imprecise and there is no
traceability. It is run through the batches to get meters. Elizabeth makes
work orders and tickets for work that has already been done.
We are trying to change. We only circumvent the system when we have
something signed off by the Plant Manager. It’s really hard to do paper-
work because things take time and don’t go smoothly.

As these contrasting vignettes illustrate, the reality of actually apply-
ing ISO standards on the factory floor is sometimes quite different
from the “paper instructions” and what might be advocated in an ISO
orientation session. This second vignette shows that even with orienta-
tion and training about the value and purpose of ISO and the necessity
of documentation, the messy nature of everyday work life with its con-
tradictions and different meanings intervenes.

In fact, over time I began to encounter several stories from every
level of the organization, about every level of the organization, that
showed people sometimes short-circuited the paperwork required by
ISO. Although this practice may have served a need in the short term,
in the long term people said there were negative consequences.

The first time I got an inkling of how quality procedures were short-
circuited was when I spent time with Ted in Shipping and Receiving.
When I talked to Ted, he told me he did not always follow quality stan-
dards to save time. For example, there was cloth in the Finishing Room
that should have been QA stamped, but there was never usually a prob-
lem with it, so he shipped it without getting it QA stamped to save time.
If he had had to go to the Quality Lab, he would have had to wait 10 or
15 minutes. So he did not get the cloth QA stamped to get the work
done. He informed me that he had also shipped product without QA to
an outside Finisher. He said that there was rarely trouble when he did
this; people knew he did it, but there was hardly ever a problem. If
there was a problem, the Lab (Sandy) would have asked for the ticket
(Ted keeps them for a month) and said, “Why didn’t you get it
stamped?” Ted would have said he was busy and didn’t have time. So
then his supervisor would have gone over ISO requirements with him
(although he knows them already), and he would have followed the ISO
procedures correctly until he was busy again.

Ted also explained that he did not always follow the Standard Oper-
ating Procedure (SOP) for receiving goods. He said that he often signed
for them and then looked at them (according to ISO, you are supposed
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to check the goods before receiving them). He told me that he had also
received products that did not have a purchase order (PO) number. In
the past, yarn came in without a PO because staff in Research and De-
velopment (R&D) had ordered their yarn without going through proper
paperwork procedures. They ordered yarn on their own and did not
give the order to Purchasing until several days later.

Later I talked to Camilia in Purchasing. She explained that there was
a proper procedure involved in purchasing inventory items. A requisi-
tion had to be written out before inventory could be purchased and was
entered into the system. Camilia told me that one particular supervisor
in manufacturing or a manager in R&D had to sign it. Then the requisi-
tion got a PO number, which took it from Manufacturing to Purchasing.
The items would then be ordered by Camilia. The vendor got a copy of
the PO. Shipping and Receiving also got one so the inventory could be re-
ceived into the building, and Camilia kept one.

Camilia explained that sometimesR&Ddidnot followproper channels:

Sometimes in Research and Development it will happen. Someone, say
Larry, is talking to someone at DuPont and he’ll say, “I’ve got this project
and I’m looking for a yarn. It doesn’t matter what color it is, but I want to
do some testing on it, and do you think you can send me a sample of four
or five spools or something?” And another guy at the Research Depart-
ment in DuPont will say, “Oh yeah I’ve got some of that hanging around.
I’ll send it out to you.”

Camilia explained that then these items would arrive with no paper-
work, so they were not officially in the system. Only documentation
made them alive in the system. The items would arrive at Texco, but
Ted didn’t know whom they were supposed to go to because there was
no supporting documentation.

She also said that without documentation, it wasn’t possible to
back up and track what various R&D projects were for. Sometimes if
Larry got busy, he would have two or three projects with six spools
that sat out somewhere on the floor. Then when he went to do the pro-
ject three months later, he wouldn’t be able to remember where the
spools were, or what they were, or what they were for, because he
didn’t have any paperwork for backup. Then if he did the project and
it turned out well, he wouldn’t be able to repeat it because it had never
been entered into the system. If it had been in the system, he would
have been able follow it all the way back to the originating project and
find out what he did, where he got the yarn and what came in. Camilia
explained to me that she had to keep reminding R&D to do the proper
paperwork. She admitted that it was a lot of paperwork for them to
complete, and that sometimes they just found it easier to use little
notes. She did say, though, that not following the paperwork could re-
sult in an NCR.
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Mary, a worker in Finishing, related a similar story to me. She in-
formed me that “they say that paperwork is more important than pro-
duction, but when it comes to the crunch it isn’t.” She emphasized that
when product had to go out the door, the rules were bent. She told me
that Ted often took tickets and shipped product without it being QA’d.
Then there would be a push to do it properly, everything would be QA’d
and then people would slack off again. Supervisors would again get on
the bandwagon about proper paperwork. But soon someone would
need something right away and priorities would change. For example,
a supervisor or someone in R&D would want to cut 500 meters without
a Finishing Order—without the paperwork. Mary would get a call from
the supervisor to do it for R&D without the paperwork, but then she
would be asked “Why did you do it?” She remarked that supervisors
were covered, but “we are damned if we do and damned if we don’t.
They do it without paperwork because they want to get it out the door.”

Mary further explained that in team meetings they were told not to
touch anything that didn’t have paperwork. “For a month we are told
we can’t do anything for R and D without paperwork. Then Jarrod will
say ‘Just do this and I will back you.’ Then Elizabeth will call down and
say ‘just do this and this.’ Then they will get back on the bandwagon
again because perhaps the Plant Manager gets after them.”

When I asked why this happened, Mary said that “R and D has hot
new items they want to get to the customer quickly. Maybe the sales-
man is going to see the customer. But it only takes a couple of seconds
to do a work order.”

These stories show that the message delivered in the ISO orientation
was not always the one that was taken up on the floor. The stated mes-
sage that the company tried to convey through its directives to employ-
ees, including the ISO orientation, was that paperwork was just as
important if not more important than production. However, workers
were often given contradictory messages about the importance of par-
ticipating in the paperwork for ISO. Sometimes serving the production
needs of the customer seemed more of a priority than the paperwork.

The ISO orientation story also showed that even at the level of meth-
odology, there were several barriers to effective learning. An over-
reliance on print, sophisticated language, teacher-centered learning,
and strategies like reading aloud obscured even the ideal message that
the company was trying to relay about the importance of ISO and its ac-
companying documentation.

CONCLUSION

Our stories have shown how the literacy thread in job learning weaves
its way through formal sessions and onto the plant floor. These experi-
ences of trainers and workers reveal how deeply interwoven learning,
literacies and use are in the fabric of working life. They are tangled in
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with the meanings, risks and opportunities that people create through
their daily work practices.

As such, we see that our own practice as workplace educators will
be grounded in literacy as it is lived when we examine, think and act
within a framework of literacy as a social practice. Our experiences as
researchers observing and analyzing job learning have shown us that
different (and often contradictory) meanings of literacy in workplace
learning determine how people will use their learning and their litera-
cies. As workplace educators, we can direct our attention to uncover-
ing those different meanings by providing space and safety for these
discussions in our facilitation, initial planning, teaching and evalua-
tion activities. In our collaboration with trainers, we can encourage
them to get at the meanings-in-use of the learning and literacy on the
floor, just as Bozena did in the participatory or inquiry sections of her
training.

In our stories we examined facilitation and teaching methods com-
monly used in job training: reading aloud and trainer-directed presen-
tations with dense, jargon-filled text for handouts and overheads.
These methods impeded even the ideal messages that the companies
were trying to convey to employees. Moreover, these methods assumed
an ideal or unreal world of learning transfer that doesn’t account for
the complex realm of social practices at work. Nor do these methods
account for the different discourses and communities of practice that
people live in and within which they make sense of their words, their
work and their worlds. Making sense of learning and making sense of
literacy require that educators explore those other realms, those dif-
ferent discourses to find the meanings that compel others to words
and action.

We close with a quote from Giselle Mawer (1999) on the integrative
and challenging role of the workplace educator. We think her words not
only capture the message that we have tried to convey about training
and workplace learning, but also lead into our reflections on the prac-
tice of workplace education in Chapter 6:

Educators’ effectiveness then is greatly dependent on the extent to which
they can work collaboratively and strategically with a number of different
others in a role that facilitates learning, rather than delivers teaching.
Such a role often involves challenging existing power structures and
practices in workplaces, at the same time as working towards attitudinal
shifts from key personnel, and inevitable dealing with passive—if not ac-
tive!—resistance from others. (p. 66)
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6

Implications
for Practice

Tracy Defoe, Sue Folinsbee, and Mary Ellen Belfiore

What implications for our practice as workplace educators do
we take away from the experience of researching literacies in work cul-
ture through the In-Sites project? This chapter sets out our reflections
on what we have learned and what it means for us as the three practi-
tioners in our group. These kinds of reflections on an individual level
are familiar ground. Improving practice is an ongoing process: reflect-
ing on our actions, exploring new ideas, trying further actions, more
reflections, more ideas, and so on. We each reach to improve our prac-
tice in this way.

Reflecting in a wider context, in ways for others to consider, is less
familiar. It feels like walking away from the circle of chairs where we
have spent several years swapping stories and discussing meanings.
We’re going back to our previous work, where the questions are not
“What happened in your site and what did it mean?” but “What are we
going to do now, and why?” We all feel now that the work world is a little
grimmer than it was during the period we did this research. Political
and economic factors have resulted in a less hopeful world, but work-
place education is still optimistic work for us. We couldn’t do it without
the commitment to try new ideas. We couldn’t take part in workplace
education practice if we felt hopeless. So these implications for prac-
tice are written from a guardedly optimistic point of view.
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Over the 3 years of our project together, we have all learned some-
thing about workplaces, about literacies and learning, and about our-
selves. We always planned on a bridge from theory to practice, but we
have also realized that dialogue is two-way. If there is to be a bridge, it
has to be built from both shores. In this chapter we are trying to build it
from the side of practice, by writing about our experiences as practitio-
ners doing research. We know there are others in the field who share
our desire for and have contributed much to a broader, more social
and critical practice of language and literacies education. We want to
encourage them to join us in building our side of the bridge, by opening
up our own practice to research.

With few exceptions, academics and practitioners are in different
discourses; they work within different power structures with varying
degrees of freedom to put forth certain ideas. As practitioners we are
partly shaped by and often have to work within government policies
that are mostly at odds with a more critical and complex way of think-
ing about literacies at work. As practitioners, we have found that we
have had to take small steps to implement some of the insights from
our research. We are not yet ready to write a list of strategies about how
to practice differently. We believe that it will take many years of back-
and-forth on the research to build that bridge and test out our new
awareness before we arrive at a substantial array of practical strategies
that reflect literacies as social practice.

We have organized our reflections around issues and insights that
we hope will resonate with readers. After many tries, we have settled on
questions as the way to approach the issues, and we have decided that
we relate to them best through examples from our own experiences.
Taken as a group, these might be summarized as a caution to pay at-
tention to ourselves, to our past, to resistance and practices in
workplaces, to goals, and of course, to literacies. Some of the interest-
ing issues in workplace literacy have always been power, politics, eq-
uity and safety. Sometimes these have a lot to do with money and time.
To this list, we would add risk and blame, and, of course, local mean-
ings. We recognize the interdependent nature of these issues, but try to
present them individually, in the manner of focusing on a thread in the
weave and not, we hope, in pulling on the thread and taking it out of its
complexity.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “PRACTICE”?

Before we discuss the implications for practice that we carry forward
from our research, we want to try to describe what we mean by work-
place education “practice.” We know it is hard for people to imagine
our work. Tell someone that you are a workplace educator, and they
have almost no reference point, no idea of what you do. And practice is
about doing. Being a workplace education practitioner often means be-
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ing a person who brings educational know-how to bear on workplace
issues, often issues of workplace change where people are looking to-
gether for new responses to new situations. We operate in the overlap
between education and work so that learning and work are meaning-
fully connected.

Although our focus here is on literacies at work, we support a holis-
tic approach to literacy that recognizes that literacies are more than
just about work; they are equally about personal development, fami-
lies and communities. We see a workplace educator as someone who
plays a number of different roles that are connected to learning in the
broadest sense. Our job is about learning in specific workplaces. We
learn from workers about their views, interests and needs; from man-
agers, supervisors and staff about their vision, values and strategies
for success. We facilitate and problem-solve with workplace commit-
tees and partners. In addition, our roles can include teacher or in-
structor, researcher, needs assessor, program developer, instructor
trainer, mentor, educational advocate and more.

We use the term “workplace education” to describe a range of work-
place programs and activities that address the reading, writing, nu-
meracy, second-language learning, basic computing and other
identified educational needs of the work force (Folinsbee, 2000a). Ed-
ucational programs that address these needs may be job specific, or a
combination of job related and non-work related, and they may be for
any member of the work force. They may take place on or off site in var-
ious formats. The union, jointly with management or in the commu-
nity, may offer them. Adult educators or peer trainers may deliver
them. Technologies may be part of the delivery method.

The list is extensive, even impressive. What do we do, exactly? What
do companies, unions, educational institutions, governments or, most
likely, joint steering committees from companies or sector groups pay
us to do? Here are some examples from our own experiences as practi-
tioners, and from the experiences of our colleagues.

Communication and collaboration are at the core of our work: We
do it, investigate it, model it and always try to improve it. We start out
by setting up an environment designed for collaborative practice: a
joint endeavor between labor and management. We ask questions
about work and learning for particular people in a particular work-
place or industry. We ask about literacies, language, communication
and skills. We do applied research to figure out which parts of a work-
place problem might be understood through the lens of education, and
which parts might not. We write reports documenting what people
said, describing the findings of our research and possible courses of
action. We make recommendations. We design customized courses
and sometimes train others to facilitate those courses. We make rec-
ommendations for organizational change. And we always learn from
the people brought together in a committee or in a workplace program.
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We work with people to build knowledge about learning, about being
a learner and knowing themselves as learners when they might be very
disconnected from that idea. We teach people to read, to speak up, to
be part of a meeting or to host a tour of their work area. We teach peo-
ple how to use a computer for word processing, for databases, or for
email. We tutor or work with small groups of people in worksite learn-
ing centers. We facilitate sessions for tutors who go on to tutor co-
workers. We prepare workers to take the examinations for high school
completion credentials. We connect workers with continuing educa-
tion. We work with content experts to make technical content into
learning that will work for everyone. We start reading circles and get
people writing. We suggest company and union picnics include a family
story time, and lunch rooms have a shelf for swapping pleasure read-
ing material. We give people books and introduce them to libraries. We
offer industry and labor the mind, the understandings, the attitudes
and the heart of an educator.

Our practice is more than the sum of these examples. It is action,
backed by thinking, planning, trying and reflecting. It is often part of a
group effort. It is its own social practice, as we discuss later in the
chapter. When we took on the job of researching and writing this book,
we took on a new kind of practice, too. Our group of five became an-
other frame of reference for practice. Our thinking about literacies be-
came part of the weave of our work life.

ISSUES, INSIGHTS AND IMPLICATIONS

This part of the chapter is organized around issues in workplace edu-
cation practice. They are listed in a rough order of the early issues in
the relationship between educator and workplace, through those of a
more ongoing or later nature. We did not want to write a how-to list that
would simplify the very daunting tasks of applying a social practice
lens to our work. We believe our work and our local meanings are as
complex as anyone else’s. We did not want to pretend that we have an-
swers when, in fact, all we have are questions and a few insights.

In each case, the issue is linked with an example. It is now almost 2
years since we stopped collecting data from our worksites. In that time
we have each tried to adapt what we do to reflect our new enthusiasm
for literacies as social practice. We have each thought back to our previ-
ous work and tried to see it and ourselves through the lens of our in-
sights. We invite you to ask yourself these questions and to reflect on
your own practice, too.

How Can We See Literacies in the Weave of Work Life?

One of the most mundane things about cultural practices is that they
are largely unquestioned by the people who live them. Paradoxically, it
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is difficult for workplace educators to focus on our own literacies, es-
pecially those that we apply in our long list of job tasks. But we agree
that we are all in our field to learn.

We say that often, but we come into the situation less naive than we
might like to imagine. To stay in the mind set of a learner, we may need to
take a fresh look at ourselves even as we look at those around us in the
workplace. For example, before we ever started this project, we knew
that there are many kinds of reading and writing and uses of text, and
many ways people use their abilities. Still, we did not use the specific no-
tion of “literacies” as part of our way of thinking. Literacies as a plural
was a new term for us, although we could all recite a list of kinds of liter-
acy: prose literacy, document literacy, computer literacy and so on. Re-
flecting on literacies and competencies led Tracy to think about the
discovery of what she called her “inner illiterate worker.” It was an in-
sight that has implications for how we think about ourselves and others.

Tracy found that at Metalco, as is common in manufacturing, prod-
ucts were described technically on engineering drawings. These large,
complicated representations of the products were easy to find at al-
most every production workstation. Tracy was interested in these
drawings, not just for what they revealed about the literacies in use at
this workplace, but because she could not read them. Each drawing
showed a product from three views: top, side, and a cutaway through
the center. By convention, all the words written on the drawing to label
or describe the product were in block capital letters. Reading these
drawings meant interpreting the diagram from the angles presented to
“see” the product in one’s mind.

Tracy was fascinated with the discovery of this illiteracy within her-
self. She found she could pretend to read the drawings, and sometimes
fooled people into thinking she was an insider with the same blueprint
literacies everyone around her seemed to take for granted. After all,
conventional thinking tells us that any form of literacy is generic and
portable. It is easy to think of a person as being literate or having com-
petencies as an absolute. But the blueprint reading reminded us of
how dynamic, relative and relational literacies are in real life.

Workplace educators, all educators should remember that we cannot
attain all the literacies possible, ever. Perhaps we don’t read music, or
French, or the cryptic comments on production bulletin boards. We are
all on a learning curve. Tracy’s example also reminds us that those we
work with have highly developed understandings of literacies where we
do not. Her example counters the commonplace ideas in the public
arena (Castleton, 1999) that suggest workers lack basic skills and are
responsible for the economic woes of companies and countries.

One of the simplest and most powerful insights from our study is
that literacies are themselves work. Not separate, they are part of the
substance and process of the work itself. In the language Barton and
Hamilton (1998) used in their book Local Literacies, work is a textu-
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ally mediated social practice, just like education, and leisure. Learning
to use texts is part of almost every job. Acquiring new literacies is in-
creasingly a part of what people get paid to do. As educators, we need
to pay attention to those moments when literacies are work not only to
support people learning at work, but to also attract the attention and
support of workplace decision makers who decide whether these
kinds of programs will go forward. At the same time, we might profit
from paying closer attention to our own literacies, when and where we
use them, and what they mean to us. How can we see literacies in work
life? We have to look. We have to think twice about what literacies are,
what we might be looking for, and we have to notice them.

How Can We Get Past the Surface to Understand Goals?

Sue is well known for her writing on needs assessments and collabora-
tion in workplace education. Sue now sees the need for an educator to
have a deeper and more complex understanding of company objectives
and goals and the local meanings held by managers and workers in or-
der to assist them in coming up with educational programs and strate-
gies that both meet the interests of workers and are sustainable. In
addition to understanding what a problem is, what it looks like, why it
is happening from both managers’ and workers’ points of view, she
now urges us all to look at the bigger picture of the situation across in-
dustries.

For instance, she wants to understand the importance of any single
document or practice within the bigger picture of a system and how
the systems fit into the company’s business success. What stage, for
example, are they at in implementing ISO? How do they describe their
current practices with quality procedures in relation to ISO best
practices? We know that these initial discussions usually help us see
how things are supposed to work, but don’t reveal how they really
work in practice.

We see new questions that overlay our basic questions about what is
going on with both managers and workers. These might include:

• What are the contradictions both in what they are telling us and in
what we see?

• What aren’t they telling us?
• What can’t they tell us because they don’t know?
• What is the difference, or the tension, between theory and prac-

tice? For example, between quality assurance theory and practice?

We want to work jointly with workers and managers to understand
their different meanings for areas such as work practice, learning
needs and possible strategies to address issues around documenta-
tion. Recommendations and action ideally come from what managers

226 6. Implications for Practice



and workers can agree on in terms of realistic educational solutions
and policy for implementing these strategies. We recognize that in
many workplaces coming to an understanding or agreement may not
be easy because of power differences between workers and managers,
especially in nonunionized workplaces. However, through ongoing, de-
veloping understandings of what is going on, we have a better chance of
helping to pose strategies and start conversations that may lead to
meeting the needs of both. It could be that some employees want or
need to improve their writing and would welcome opportunities at
work to do so. However, we want to find out what this looks like from
their point of view. Taking a social practice view of learning includes all
the dimensions of how writing plays out in real life

For instance, we insist on using authentic print materials as learn-
ing tools, but we usually rely on our own interpretations or meanings
of those documents. A social practice view means focusing on the
meanings that people have for completing these documents or engag-
ing in other kinds of literacy—their “meanings-in-use.” In addition, we
want to make the contradictions and issues that emerge around docu-
mentation visible to our worker and manager partners. Only when
such issues are on the table will new learning be successful. Sue under-
stands from the different local meanings of Non-Conformance Reports
at her research site that using authentic materials in learning situa-
tions without considering these contradictions and issues will not nec-
essarily result in improved use in practice.

Can Looking Back at Our Reports Help Us See Our Filters?

People have asked us why we bother to do ethnographic study, or even
this kind of thinking about literacies and “essential skills” in the weave
of work life. Why not just do job profiling to understand workers’ liter-
acies in use? The answer we have repeated most often is that skills pro-
filing takes reading and writing and the other skills in that framework
and removes them from the complexity and the reality of work life—it
pulls out a thread and makes it easy to look at. And in pulling out that
thread for any one individual or any job, we lose the “weave,” the ways
other jobs, other functions, and other people and systems act on and
with the one we are studying. So in this study, we are trying to under-
stand the picture without pulling it apart.

But there is another more powerful layer to this answer. Working
and learning and literacies are all human constructs. These are human
social practices. Although trying to look at any one part outside the in-
fluences of the other parts can be useful in some circumstances, it is
also artificial.

Mary Ellen remembers her work as a consultant for Triple Z 4 years
before the research. She worked with a joint committee to set up a work-
place education program. They conducted an organizational needs as-
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sessment (ONA) (Folinsbee & Jurmo, 1994) for establishing workplace
education programs and activities on site. The ONA document and the
evaluation of the programs were part of the written materials that she
reviewed in the beginning of the research to reacquaint herself with the
recent history of the company and union in regard to educational needs
and opportunities. When reflecting on her practice at the end of this new
research process, she reread the ONA report and the evaluation again
and came away with very different reactions.

This particular report had substantial data on language and literacy
skills, communication practices and job training practices, with addi-
tional information on equipment, staffing and work procedures. For
the workers, staff, managers and union officials who participated in
the ONA, all these topics affected how they went about doing their jobs.
As the consultant, Mary Ellen saw it all as rich context, but still back-
ground material for her focus on basic skills. The report was filled with
the voices of people at all levels taking a hard look at their working con-
ditions. They spoke openly about the contradictions and the power re-
lationships that played out in communication practices and in getting
work done. At that stage, she saw workplace education as affected by
these issues, but still separate. The image she saw was composed of
foreground (basic skills) and background (the context of the work-
place), not a tapestry with threads woven into different patterns. At the
time, she didn’t have an understanding of language and literacies as
embedded in daily practice, as being a part of the contradictions, af-
fected by them and also shaping them.

In Making Meaning, Making Change, Auerbach (1992) lays out for
teachers the role of context for education (“the context of the project
shapes the possibilities,” p. 24) and how people are “experts on their
own reality” (p. 19). These ideas have much more potency for us now
than when we first encountered them. Working within a social practice
view of literacy, we find ourselves stepping into the complicated weave
of workplace relations and practices and Auerbach’s words make
deeper sense. We see people as “experts on their own reality” because
they know the meanings of actions, paperwork and communication
patterns in their workplace. Understanding what the meanings are
and how contradictory meanings exist at any one time leads us to see
our role now not as fixing problems, but as revealing practices and un-
derstandings that make people use their literacies or not. If our role is
to make these practices visible, then the role of the joint committee is
to address those practices as they see fit.

In Triple Z’s ONA report, participants painted a complicated picture
of work in which many threads were woven together. People consis-
tently pointed to social and power relationships when they addressed
communication practices, motivation and incentives for education
and training. “Recognition,” “respect,” “status,” “listening to those who
do the job”—all these comments appear repeatedly throughout the re-
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port. On the topic of communication, respondents mentioned eight
“barriers to good communication” at their workplace, only one of
which referred to skills. They talked about interpersonal relations
characterized by arrogance, disrespect, back-stabbing, jealousy, an
“us versus them” mentality, and work procedures that discouraged
good communication practices. Language and literacy was just one of
many barriers they named.

At the time, Mary Ellen was operating in a framework of assessing
“skills in context.” So the participants in the ONA had painted the
context that she then tried to document accurately, one full of high
emotions, contradictory meanings and rapid change. But then in her
own practice, she pushed that context to the background and put
skills as the centerpiece; she thought improved literacy and language
skills would make certain workplace tasks doable despite the social
picture. She did not consider that all the contradictions that people
complained about would affect how or when people used their lan-
guage and literacies. What she reported then as barriers to communi-
cation were really different aspects of social practice in the company
—admittedly negative aspects, but powerful ones that affect literacy
practices as well as any educational endeavors the committee might
undertake.

For instance, if one of the aims of language classes is to help people
speak up about issues at work, we have to consider whether anyone is
listening to them. Is anyone willing to act on what they hear? If not, or if
those opinions are not respected, then why would people try to speak
up? If work practices remain the same and people don’t see any change
resulting from speaking up, then why use the language learned in the
classroom out on the floor? Is this solely a skills issue? Of course not,
yet Mary Ellen kept separating skills and treating them separately—
skills for tasks, not skills in practice.

This approach is the dominant one in workplace education. Ulti-
mately, effective change on the floor in language and literacy use de-
pends on changes in social practices at work. At Triple Z, almost all of
the joint committee’s recommendations for communication were
about practice, not about improving skills. They were aiming for struc-
tural changes that would affect all the tasks people performed, includ-
ing literate ones.

This insight of Mary Ellen’s about foregrounding skills and docu-
mentation, but not making sense of the nonskills concerns of people in
a workplace, should give us all pause. We need to bring forward and
consider all the contradictory meanings in making recommendations.
We need to listen to people describing the weave of social and work pol-
icy patterns in their learning at work and not try to focus so closely on
literacy or language or communication skills, when the most success-
ful approaches might be ones that take a broader look at job training,
meetings and other aspects of company culture.
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How Can We “Read” a Workplace?

Trying to put our insights into practice led Tracy to “reading” a work-
place to learn about needs in new ways. She discovered new ways of
talking about learning by adopting the language of the high-perfor-
mance manufacturing paradigm to describe educational practices
consistent with good practice. For instance, Metalco was trying to move
from a “push” system to a “pull” system for the flow of materials and
processes. These terms refer to the goal of streamlining the manufac-
turing process so everything is done “just in time” and a minimum of
resources are spent on waiting or wasted effort. People “pull” what they
need only when they need it.

Off-the-shelf courses created for imaginary learners with no ac-
count of variation in starting places of prior experience and knowledge
are an example of a “push” approach. The curriculum is static, and
may or may not serve a specific need. In a “pull” approach, things vary
to match the learner. Using this metaphor and explaining it to people in
the workplace leads to new ways of approaching educational support.
It suggests not classes that “push” content, but individual or even
group learning plans and teaching support on the floor, by request and
customized to the “pull” of the learners. Without an understanding of
the overall changes taking place in that workplace, Tracy would not
have made the link between her educator’s preoccupation with needs,
and the cultural change to a pull process. With this link made, under-
standing and support for a workplace education initiative were se-
cured, and an evolution in practice was set into motion.

The capacity to recognize how groups of people interact and their
struggles to learn and work together is an important kind of workplace
literacy for us as educators. To do this work, we have to learn to read a
workplace. We think there are many such links to be made. We encour-
age other educators already reading work as part of their practice to
share their stories.

How Can We Bring Multiple Meanings Into the Picture?

If we try to approach our practice as educators with more emphasis on
understanding the different meanings that activities and events hold for
people in various parts of the company, we will have to find ways to
make the social practices apparent to those people. Production work-
ers, managers, engineers, office workers—all see things differently, and
all experience contradictions between the ideal and the lived reality of
work. We encourage them to articulate these different meanings and to
set up meetings, training and other situations for more dialogue.

In order to understand the social practices around literacies in a
workplace, we want to have access so we can spend time on the pro-
duction floor, or beside people working. We found it very valuable at
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our research sites to sit in on meetings and training, and to just witness
life outside training situations at work. This experience in observing
work life on the production floor, in meetings and through job shadow-
ing provides a rich understanding, and also gives us more opportuni-
ties to find the stories that help us explain multiple meanings and
understandings to the joint advisory committee or others. People tell
us stories, but we too seldom use those stories as illustrations. The
ones we are a part of, especially where points of view collide, make
good examples in building a case for paying attention to meanings.

We can use technology to provide another route to meanings be-
sides words and observations. Tracy is using the digital camera ex-
tensively now, and putting it in the hands of production workers,
often with an open-ended task like “Take pictures of quality,” or
“Show us what you think adds value here.” The photographic images
not only let us all see the photographer’s point of view, but are a last-
ing reference for ongoing discussions. The images also aid memory
and make it much easier to show and share what is going on in train-
ing. Through taking pictures, people can show what is meaningful to
them, even if they cannot articulate exactly how the detail or person or
place they have focused on is important.

Another way we have been trying to look for meanings is to give voice
to the “hub” people, such as those in Metalco who worked in Quality
Assurance. These kinds of people are often already translators be-
tween groups without a forum, to create cross-group understandings.
Workplace education could enhance that opportunity. Along those
lines, we are increasingly interested in co-teaching with content ex-
perts, and integrating literacy support or other learning with on-the-
job training.

For some time in her practice, Tracy has been trying to support indi-
viduals and at the same time find and support groups of people who
work together. This has been especially true in places where workplace
education has been defined as a need due to rapid change. We see a
great need to keep a place for individuals, but spend more time on
groups of people and what they need to learn together. We need to make
the most of what we already know and what we observe about how
groups of people learn together. This includes everyone from the work-
ers we are most familiar with, to managers, engineers and everyone
else. It would be her goal, Tracy says now, to make everyone at the com-
pany smarter about learning, about themselves as learners, and about
the simple idea that other people may not be just like them.

How Can We Explicitly Identify Contradictions
and Local Meanings in Paperwork Practices?

Throughout our research-site chapters run stories about workers who
do not complete forms and other documentation in the way that man-
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agers intend. At all of our sites, we have seen resistance to participa-
tion that goes beyond not having the required reading and writing or
other literacy skill. Participation also had to do with social relations,
power, risk and blame. Our stories showed that workers are not likely
to want to participate in documentation practices that have no mean-
ing for them or that are associated with blame for doing so.

We saw at Texco that workers had complex understandings of Non-
Conformance Reports (NCRs) and might not complete them to protect
themselves or co-workers from blame. At The Urban Hotel, floor man-
agers rejected a system of documentation designed by a consultant
that they thought would have resulted in more errors. Instead, they
opted for a document designed by one of their own staff that satisfied
their need for accuracy and reinforced social bonds. At Metalco, one
group of workers didn’t complete process charts partly because their
production manager did not see the charts as important. At Triple Z,
workers did not understand the importance of the documentation re-
quired by HAACP, the food safety certification program, and also saw a
high degree of risk in participating in these practices.

What are we to make of all this? Paperwork is contested terrain in
workplaces. We agree that an obvious implication for practice is that
practitioners should never approach documentation as being a sim-
ple, neutral work task. If workers are in work groups and part of larger
social units (and which are not?), then the workplace practitioner owes
it to the worker-learner to set a frame of reference large enough to catch
the group, the department and indeed the industry in the field of view.
The implication we take away is that although we need to hold the indi-
vidual in focus, we also need to have enough depth and breadth of fo-
cus to be able to see the relationships and the contested meanings that
impinge upon the individual.

This is certainly the case where people write texts that they intend to
keep outside the documentation system of their workplace. In all our
sites we also saw that workers develop their own forms of documenta-
tion to assist them in doing their jobs well. Their own personally made
charts, logbooks or manuals are concrete examples of their literacies-
in-use. Workers might make them to help follow steps in a process ac-
curately, to interpret and put in clear language complicated official
documents, or to keep track of changes or their learning on the job—
their own piece of worker research. Mary Hamilton (2000) refers to
these personal forms of documentation as “vernacular literacy.” At Tri-
ple Z and Texco, workers created their own bilingual books, which
housed their knowledge about the job as well as new information that
they could use in particular circumstances.

Workplace teachers rarely find out about these personal forms of
job documentation. As unofficial documents, they could pose a risk in
a controlled quality or safety system, so workers hide rather than dis-
play the fruits of their talents. Workers themselves may not see their
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documents as examples that are appropriate to share with us. Some-
times we find that workers who have been labeled as needing upgrad-
ing in reading and writing are producing these very documents. Their
writing, unofficial and risky, gives evidence that literate practices are
driven by the need to make work meaningful. These workers make
sense of their jobs through their own personal forms of documentation
as the managers do through their official documents. Workers exercise
a certain amount of autonomy or personal power to gain control over
work processes that they know are important.

As workplace educators, we can assume that workers are using
literacies at work in ways that are unconventional, unofficial and per-
sonally motivated. These examples won’t likely appear in a literacy au-
dit. They are worth digging for because they not only reveal talents
where some might see deficiencies, but also point to those meanings
central to understanding how people, as individuals and groups, prac-
tice literacy at work.

Can We Learn About Social Practices by Paying Attention to Resistance?

Mary Ellen’s example of her earlier work at Triple Z before the re-
search study brings up the issue of how workplace educators can most
effectively support people to find and explore the boundaries of their
communication practices. In the final evaluation of that early project,
its joint steering committee was criticized for not maintaining ade-
quate communication with plant managers throughout the first phase
of the programs. As facilitator for the committee, Mary Ellen had
raised the issue of ongoing communication with managers, and the
committee set dates for reporting. They agreed it was important, but
they didn’t follow through, despite much coaxing.

This type of “checking in” was certainly not part of practice in the
plant generally; there were no previous examples, no forums to do so.
Now Mary Ellen says she would explore their resistance and try to un-
derstand it within the social practices of the workplace. The plant
manager had as much to learn as the committee did about maintaining
contact and the supports in place to follow through. One staff person
commented that there are no short cuts; everything has to be in place
for programs to be successful. Once again, people who live the reality
know it’s complicated and that there is no easy fix in a workplace.

The implication for workplace educators, though, goes farther than
this. To get to a place where meanings are visible or important to un-
cover, we may have to dare to explore the boundaries of practices in a
workplace, and in particular, to pay attention to resistance. For some
people, articulating the range of acceptable practice makes it easier to
define what practices are taken for granted in their workplace. For a
workplace educator, communication practices are a central issue. We
might learn more about them and what they mean to people by explor-
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ing them from their edges rather than from the mainstream. And resis-
tance can be a signal to pay attention. We hold this kind of insight as a
watermark for our future practice.

Where Do Stakeholders Fit in the Weave of Meanings?

Acknowledging complexity might mean reconceptualizing some of our
most central concepts like “stakeholder buy-in,” repositioning the
workplace needs assessment, or redefining the roles workplace educa-
tors take. If literacies are work, and can only be understood in the
work tapestry, then holding an interest in the outcome is one way to
talk about the weave. What do we mean by reconceptualizing stake-
holder buy-in and the workplace needs assessment? We think of stake-
holders as those people and those groups who have an interest in the
literacies-in-use in a workplace. They are those people who have a con-
cern, who have goals and who lend resources to a workplace education
initiative. What if we think about their commitment, or buy-in, as
stakeholders as an expression of the local meanings those literacies
have for them? Attending to stakeholders’ local meanings and making
them explicit so they can be named and shared would become one of
the reasons to do a workplace needs assessment, and, more impor-
tantly, the reason to remain open to new revelations or understandings
of local meanings as they are revealed. We can talk about this process
as changing understandings over time to be more honest, more real be-
cause they emerge through our growing interconnection with the weave
of the workplace. If we anticipate these layered revelations and design
our initiatives to be responsive and flexible, then as educators we will
have the power to come up with ideas and educational answers that
truly fit and serve the whole range of stakeholders in the workplace.

Workplace educators have the opportunity to offer insights into learn-
ing at a workplace. As outsiders with expertise in learning and teaching,
we have a further opportunity to reflect back the local meanings we find.
Making local meanings visible creates opportunities for dialogue and for
new insights into multiple perspectives on complex issues such as
choosing whether or not to participate in reporting your co-workers’
non-conformance with procedures. Keeping more than one point of fo-
cus or holding multiple perspectives simultaneously sounds difficult,
but it is part of best practices now for many workplace educators who
try to satisfy multiple stakeholders and at the same time see that work-
ers are recognized for their learning. We see value in practicing three-di-
mensional thinking, with multiple priorities, even when there may
appear to be some contradictions. Complete resolution of these contra-
dictions is unlikely, but acknowledging them is a step toward building a
positive environment and a more effective educational program.

We have asked ourselves why many workplace literacy programs
have a short life. Many last only as long as a startup grant, and fail to be
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sustained by those same stakeholders whose buy-in was documented
at the outset. We wonder whether short-lived programs are often built
on a superficial understanding of the lived meanings embedded in the
work process, floating above the level of local meanings that would
make them sustainable in a workplace.

Because our experience shows us that these meanings are revealed
and recognized over time, rethinking workplace literacy initiatives and
making changes over time as local meanings become clearer to the an-
ticipating educator seems to be the way to go. When we think of pro-
jects we have been involved in that have lasted over time, we recognize
some characteristics that stand out: attention to evolving priorities,
change in response to workplace change, and delegating responsibility
to the local people who really know the place. These efforts come
through structured, collaborative, ongoing evaluation: a planning cy-
cle that looks a bit like that prescribed by the international quality pro-
grams that guide our workplaces. Think, plan, do, check and set a new
course. But this process needs to be respectful and responsive to the
needs expressed by workplace learners themselves.

How Can We Explain Literacies as Social Practice to Other Educators?

During and after the research, Sue had opportunities to work with lit-
eracy workers. She facilitated a number of workshops on workplace
literacy. She was anxious to apply her new learnings and insights from
the research experience to these sessions. In fact her master’s thesis
(Folinsbee, 2002b), which she was working on at the time, focused on
the critical analysis and self-reflection related to trying to make these
connections. In one workshop on Organizational Needs Assessment,
she tried to use a social practice framework. She used the tapestry
metaphor developed by Mary Ellen to set this framework. She also told
stories from her research and asked participants to both identify dif-
ferent interests in the stories and elaborate on how they would deal
with these situations as educators.

But the concept of literacy as a social practice was not well received
by workshop participants. Although they understood the concept,
they resisted including social context in the definition of literacy.
Many felt more comfortable limiting the role of the educator and de-
fining literacy more closely within a skills framework as they knew it.
Participants did not feel that the issues literacy was imbedded in were
theirs to deal with. Their view was consistent with the dominant view
of literacy that one would find in the literature in workplace literacy
and was also consistent with the current government policy frame-
work for literacy. One participant summed up this view: “‘Responsi-
ble’ means setting our limits as educators; what’s the role of the ONA?
The issues are greater than literacy. We need to limit the interests of
what we can meet.”
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Sue learned that making the bridge from theory to practice was diffi-
cult and enormously more complicated than she had imagined. She re-
learned what we might have predicted, that any work on moving to this
kind of thinking and working must start with small steps that begin
from participants’ own frameworks. She also had insight into the
many barriers that would make it difficult, if not impossible, to move
to a social practice framework. These barriers included a government
policy that focused on individual skills, participants’ lack of resources
and time to develop the expertise to address these issues, and no exist-
ing framework for a more complex practice. Managers who decide on
programs may also see literacy as an individual skill, and may not
want an educator to examine and teach literacies as a social practice.

On a positive note, Sue saw that introducing stories and the tapestry
metaphor in her workshops showed literacy educators how complex
literacies at work are. This was often new thinking for some who
thought it would not be difficult to transfer the kind of program they of-
fered in their community-based settings to the workplace.

How Can We Focus on Content and Meanings?

Tracy has also been working with the ideas of literacies as social prac-
tice and struggling to apply them on a daily basis in her work with
Mary, her colleague at Metalco. They have taken the idea of group
learning to heart and have focused their work on learning groups that
are work groups (often called “work teams”). The framework they are
building allows for individual planning and attention that is concur-
rent with group learning. And always now, they ask the groups to talk
about meanings. Not what does something mean officially at work, but
what does this mean for you, for your group, what do you associate it
with, how can you find an example of it? This kind of thinking takes
their practice into regular work group meetings rather than only in
special learning sessions for some individuals. They are comfortable
with the inclusiveness of this arrangement, and especially appreciate
the way it makes learning an equalizer rather than a solution for per-
ceived deficits. This practice means that they are sometimes co-facili-
tating sessions with work group leaders. As production work groups
reported positively on these new meeting topics, other groups of man-
agers, office workers and engineers have been drawn in.

Both Tracy and her colleague Mary have found that attending to
work ideas and processes as well as to people has helped make the
workplace more real and more meaningful to them. It is possible, and
perhaps common in workplace education, to see the actual work peo-
ple do and the experiences they have through their workday as some-
how separate from the people they are when they come to training or
tutoring. Mary Ellen described this earlier in her thinking on how her
earlier practice framework saw the workplace in terms of back-
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ground and foreground rather than an integrated tapestry. But at-
tending very closely to meaningful content in work life at Metalco has
helped Tracy and Mary get into the very weave of work life. Much of
what they do know starts with groups posing questions for discus-
sion: “What does this mean to us?” And they don’t reach for the man-
ual to find the official definition; they sift through their under-
standings to find stories and examples that express what it means in
lived experiences. They share the ways they read their workplace.
These are lessons that have taught us a lot about the workplace, their
work, themselves and us, too.

The Social Practice of Workplace Educators

Through this research, we have come to see that power, risk and blame
are also part and parcel of a workplace educator’s social practice. As il-
lustrated by Sue’s experience, the kind of practice that an educator is
able to engage in might reflect the government policy of the day, institu-
tional support and support from a workplace. For example, Schultz
(1997) found that the majority of programs she studied used a compe-
tency-based, functional context approach. In fact, this framework was
a condition of funding for most of the programs. Such conditions im-
pose their own power structure on the work of individual educators,
who then must decide how much risk they are willing to take to bend
the rules to reflect their own educational philosophies. Other research-
ers (Kalman & Losey, 1997) conclude that for teachers to deliver a
more participatory approach to workplace literacy, they need to be-
lieve that change is educationally sound, they need adequate support
and preparation time, and students too need to be convinced of the
merits of a nontraditional approach.

In our own experience, we find that there is often resistance among
educators to an approach that embraces the complex and contradic-
tory issues introduced by a social practice or sociocultural framework.
There are many good reasons for this resistance. Educators may not
feel equipped to deal with a more complex picture that they feel is out-
side their comfort level, expertise and experience. They may receive no
support or rewards for doing so from the organizations they work for.
They may see such an approach as dabbling where they shouldn’t, and
one that might have risky consequences for their reputation or busi-
ness. All these are legitimate and compelling concerns, but we hope
not completely paralyzing.

Although we acknowledge these issues of risk for the educator, we
also want to present another way to think about these dilemmas. We
believe that by reducing literacy issues to their simplest terms and
avoiding the workplace complexities that literacies are intertwined
with, we are focusing only on single threads without considering the
tapestry into which they are woven. In missing this bigger picture, we
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can actually make our educational initiatives less effective, and less
likely to succeed.

For ourselves, we are interested in stretching our notions of literacies
in the workplace and what this might mean in terms of new ways to im-
prove our practice, starting with small steps and making changes in
places that seem most possible. We recognize that this means building
on our knowledge and experience incrementally rather than waking up
one morning and trying to do everything differently. We see the process
as first gaining awareness, then reflecting on new understandings, then
beginning to act on them, and continuing to reflect.

One of the important discoveries that has been sharpened by our re-
search is that there are no neutral places. Either by going along with the
status quo (staying in places that are safe for us as educators) or by go-
ing out on a limb, we are taking a political stance. Staying in our safe
places may have consequences for the very people we believe we are try-
ing to assist. We know of a situation where educators took at face value a
manager’s request for a literacy test score for all workers so a company
could offer training selectively to those employees who needed it. They
failed to delve deeply enough into the context to discover an unstated
agenda to use those tests to lay off workers with the lowest scores, which
had far-reaching and unanticipated consequences. Such outcomes are
part of the risks faced by educators who want their work to serve the
best interests of workers as well as managers.

One of the important insights we carry away from this research ex-
perience is the power and value of approaching workplace education
from a perspective that anticipates complexities and sees past individ-
uals and their personal skills through to the weave of relationships,
systems and cultures they work in. We have tried to think from that
perspective and what it will mean in the various phases of our working
relationship with a place or a group.

We want to explore how seeing the workplace and the people in it as
an interconnected system or tapestry influences what we do as work-
place educators as we move forward from Reading Work. We want to
continue to examine the threads of power, risk and participation for
both educators as we do this work and all those who participate in our
educational initiatives. We hope that our reflections have sparked
thinking about practice for other educators in a positive way that en-
hances what they already know and do.

BUILDING THE BRIDGE THROUGH COMMUNICATING IN PRINT

As workplace educators, we need to write more about what we do, why
we do it and how we think about it: our best innovations and our big-
gest disasters, our ordinary days, our exhilarating triumphs. We are all
puzzling hard over paradoxes and problems in our work. We are think-
ing and trying to see our work in new ways, and through the eyes of our
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partners. We need to share our insights and our reflections. Keeping
them to ourselves prevents a cycle of practice evolution and theory de-
velopment. It implies that we do not have knowledge to share with the
wider community. It makes it harder to build the bridge. There needs
to be more opportunities for both workplace educators and academics
to write in the same journals.

Much of what we write is kept internal to the company or the group:
applied research, facilitator’s guides, teaching and learning materials.
We don’t have a tradition of dissemination. We don’t have incentives to
share; we don’t have forums for publishing. Many workplace educa-
tors present their work at conferences, but conferences for educators
and for learners do not require papers. Nor should they. Writing a pa-
per is a whole layer of work that we do not get paid to do. Educators
turned graduate students have written most of the published accounts
of workplace literacy practice. Conferences should encourage diverse
types of publications to be submitted from the many different kinds of
presenters and participants. We need journals or space in journals for
educators’ accounts of their work, and for workers, managers, unions
or government representatives to offer their ideas on the understand-
ing and practice of workplace literacies and workplace education. The
Internet is another forum for discussion; it is one easy way to dissemi-
nate an idea or send out a serious reflection and get a serious response.
Because the number of workplace educators is relatively small, we of-
ten find like-minded or interested colleagues far from home. Virtual
community is a real possibility for workplace educators; perhaps the
bridge will be built through the Internet.

As educators, we believe in the power of workplace education to
meet real learning needs. We believe learning and learning at work can
be transformative. We see workplace learning as one of the front lines
of adult education where real-life problems and learning needs are de-
fined and addressed. We want our reflections on practice responding
to workplace complexity to add to understandings of literacies, learn-
ing and workplace education. We want to welcome the complexity of
workplaces. And especially, we want to respect our colleagues and
their work. We hope to enrich people’s practice through insights into
working life. Our project gave us an unusual opportunity to investigate
issues that are important to workers, and to influence how they read,
write, communicate, how they learn what employers want them to
learn, and even how they learn what really excites and motivates them
at work.

As members of a growing profession, we think these issues need to
be on the agenda for dialogue. We know that individual educators are
sometimes very well aware of these issues, and sometimes not. Some-
times we fail to see how important these complex factors are in terms
of participation and practice, and sometimes we see but may not know
how to act. No one person will have all the solutions to these dilemmas,
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and one solution will never work for all. Like the workers in our sto-
ries, we exist in a community, and believe that the best solutions to our
challenges will come from dialogue with each other. This book is our
contribution to that dialogue, and we hope it will stimulate others to
tell their stories.
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7

Implications
for Theory

Judy Hunter

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “THEORY”?

Although most people tend to see theories as the domain of “ex-
perts” and academic researchers, in fact everyone has theories. Frank
Smith (1978) says theories help us generalize our experiences, make
sense of new things and learn more about the world. Teachers have
theories, for example, about how students learn that they’ve developed
through their own learning, their training and experience with stu-
dents’ successes and failures. Teachers’ theories are modified through
professional development, discussions with colleagues, reading about
their subject areas and ongoing experience. The kinds of theories that
make sense to teachers depend a lot on their personal values and atti-
tudes, the sociocultural values of the times, their colleagues and work-
place and their access to professional development and reading.
Academic theories and research have similar influences.

Whether academic or practical, all theories are there to be reflected on,
tested and modified. This chapter invites you to learn about the social
theories of workplace literacy that we have drawn on in our In-Sites re-
search. It invites you to test these theories against our findings in the four
research sites, and to reflect on them in light of your own understandings.
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One way to look at research-based theories is as answers to ques-
tions researchers ask about their subject area. Researchers ask ques-
tions about particular subjects, how things work, how they are related
to each other. The answers to their questions are theories. These an-
swers can be described in various ways. For example, they can “narrate
a story” (Brodkey, 1992, p. 316), or be “the best summary of … [the]
data” that’s been collected (Smith, 1978, p. 70), or a “set of generaliza-
tions … [that] ground beliefs and claim to know things” (Gee, 1990, p.
15). Moreover, research-based theories are derived from research data
that is systematically gathered and examined in light of the research
questions. In that sense they differ from the informally developed theo-
ries we may have about many aspects of the world. Associated with the-
oretical questions and answers are also sets of assumptions, values,
beliefs and principles that drive the questions, help interpret the “data”
and then shape the answers and their implications. These “starting
points” of theory may reinforce or challenge particular sociocultural
and political trends in society.1

WHAT ARE LITERACY THEORIES ABOUT?

Theories of literacy tend to answer questions about how people read
and write, how they make sense of written texts, and how they learn to
do so. Most traditional academic theories of literacy parallel popular
theories. They start by assuming that literacy is an activity that entails
composing and comprehending written words. They see that activity
as an individual thinking skill. Their research questions focus on the
“cognitive strategies” used by readers and writers. They associate
thinking and meaning and texts with the ways that different types of
texts reflect and demand different complexities of thinking. They see a
hierarchy of thinking and meaning and text, in which “higher level
thinking skills” are required for texts where the meaning is all in the
text—for example, in their view, academic essays. At the other end of
the spectrum are texts where “lower level thinking” is required, where
readers simply decode words, like exit signs, and derive much of the
meaning from the surrounding context, like a doorway just below an
exit sign.

It isn’t surprising that the assumptions and starting points associ-
ated with cognitive theories of literacy are traditionally popular. The
views of these theorists are similar to many popular ideas that “aca-
demic” literacy and thinking are deeper and more abstract than every-
day literacy and thinking. Academic thinking is learned through years
of education. And most people, even those who do not engage in aca-
demic literacy, learn to read and write via school instruction. What’s
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more, it seems intuitively “right” to assume that reading and writing in-
volve thinking. When a person reads or writes, we commonly think of
the activity as involving one person and a text. So, following this line of
thinking, when we look at workplace literacy, often seen as simply fill-
ing out forms correctly, we may think of simple skill-based reading and
writing tasks. But when we begin to involve new technologies, or forms
that require more information, we might see higher level demands on
thinking and skills.

Cognitive theorizing about literacy was at a height in the 1970s and
1980s. Many literacy theorists asked how literacy affected societies,
how it affected thinking. They espoused the notions that literacy
changed one’s mind, allowing people to think in more abstract, com-
plex ways. For Jack Goody (1986), research findings were drawn from
history. For instance, he theorized that high levels of social organiza-
tion enabled by literacy facilitated British imperial expansion through
colonization. Olson (1977), who linked the development of literate so-
cieties in the West with schooling and literacy, maintained that literacy
was an agent of higher thinking. And Walter Ong (1982) interpreted
historical data to assert that only literate societies could develop disci-
plines like science and philosophy. Writers like these three well-known
theorists were concerned with showing how literacy related to think-
ing. They drew on contrasts between the knowledge and technologies
developed in nonliterate, “oral” societies and those of literate societies,
and contrasts between the mental abilities of preschool and school
children.

Other cognitive theorists wanted to know what thinking strategies
expert, experienced, educated writers used when they went about writ-
ing an essay or article, as opposed to the strategies of novice writers.
Their research answers revolutionized older educational theories
about literacy that drove school curriculums and teaching methods.
They found that “good” writers didn’t think and compose in a straight-
forward, direct manner as previously assumed. Their thinking and
writing were messy, cyclic, and involved setting and solving problems
and juggling numerous goals and constraints. These theorists had a
major impact on Western school writing instruction. They provoked a
move away from formulaic, prescriptive “how to” teaching toward
“process” writing, where students brainstormed, gave peer feedback
and wrote many drafts.

Despite their different angles, these two aspects of cognitive theories
share the premises that reading, writing and particular thinking skills
go hand in hand, for individual readers and writers, and for societies.
This direct link between text, thinking and meaning, and readers and
writers continues to work as a driving force in the widely popular
“functional” theories of literacy. In this view, literacy has been seen as
“the ability to understand and employ printed information,” “a broad
set of information processing competencies” and a “multiplicity of
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skills” (OECD & Statistics Canada, 1997, p. 14). In the past decade,
educational and literacy assessments, practice and “common sense”
notions of reading and writing have been shaped from this perspective.
For example, the IALS test of literacy is based on this premise. It draws
on Kirsch and Mosenthal’s (1990) cognitive theories of reading pro-
cesses that relate “difficulty” to levels of complexity in texts and the
kinds of things readers must do with texts. Results of the IALS assess-
ments have been influential in national literacy policies throughout the
West. In fact they have taken on greater emphasis than just measure-
ments of literacy, and are widely seen as linked to national prosperity
and economic success.

WHERE DO SOCIAL PRACTICE THEORIES COME FROM?

In the 1980s, several developments in theorizing and ways of seeing
the world challenged cognitive theories. One was the literacy research
of Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole (1981), and of Shirley Brice Heath
(1983). Another was the proliferation of Paulo Freire’s popular
“emancipatory” literacy of the 1970s, together with theories of critical
pedagogy. And the third was the rise of postmodernism, a change in
worldviews that affected many subject areas. Scribner and Cole’s and
Heath’s work spoke directly to those involved in theorizing about liter-
acy, whereas postmodernism was a historical movement in thinking
that affected many subject areas. Freire’s work (1970, 1985) and that
of critical pedagogy theorists turned the focus in education to
marginalized groups and issues of power. They were attempting to lib-
erate and empower communities and individuals through a focused
definition of literacy alongside a critical view of society.

Scribner and Cole (1981), linking anthropology and psychology, ex-
plicitly countered the historical analyses of earlier work to look at indi-
vidual literacy practices. They investigated the literacy of a Liberian
people called the Vai, some of whom learned to read and write in the
community, without formal schooling. Others did attend school and
learned school literacy. They found that literacy competencies and re-
lated skills were linked to their contexts of learning, and not necessar-
ily related to schooling in itself. Heath spent a decade in the American
Appalachians studying language and literacy among three communi-
ties: rural Whites, African Americans, and White middle-class town
residents. She found that the family and community literacy practices
of the middle class most closely matched those of the school, and pre-
disposed them to school success. Further, she found that children
were not “illiterate” in the other communities, but that their literacy
practices were different from those valued by the school. Heath con-
cluded that the two groups were not prepared for the kinds of teaching
and assessment activities common in schools. The findings of both of
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these studies led a major shift in thinking about the nature of literacy
and thinking.

Friere’s work (1970, 1985) and critical pedagogy shaped a growing
ideological approach to literacy in the 1980s. This school of thought
explores identity politics and the oppression of marginalized groups,
gives moral edge to concepts of power in postmodernism, and draws
attention to issues of power and dominance in literacy and society. It
was enormously influential in literacy teaching, with an emphasis on
seeing reading not as a technology, but as an interpretation of the world
and of experience, of seeing teachers as teacher/learners and educa-
tion as political and artistic.

Postmodernism is a way of making sense of the world in current
times. Rather than a single, tightly focused and well-defined theory, it
presents a challenge on several fronts to modern ways of seeing the
world. Postmodern concepts include the perspective that there is no
single truth; that all knowledge is a social construction; and that
power can no longer be seen as held by just the state, but is local, dy-
namic and distributed unevenly in society through different struc-
tures or agents. Accordingly, it is important to explore issues of
diversity. Postmodernism considers that individuals have many dif-
ferent identities (like mother, student, writer, cook), and that there
are many forms of marginalization (Hemphill, 2000). As we will see in
further discussions of context and discourse in literacy, Gee’s and
others’ views reflect many of these notions in postmodernism, in the
ways they relate to literacies, to identities, discourses, and power re-
lationships.

SOCIAL PRACTICE THEORY VERSUS COGNITIVE SKILLS THEORY

In the academic world, it is generally taken for granted that disciplin-
ary knowledge progresses by building on existing theories (see Kuhn,
1962, for a well-known source), partly by identifying their limitations.
What this means is that new theoretical ideas are often presented by
critiquing older, accepted theories and by showing how the new ideas
overcome the flaws of the older theories.

Accordingly, much of the social practice theorizing on literacies has
established itself by critiquing cognitive theories and showing how
these new views contrast favorably to the older ones. Some of the early
social practice research on workplace literacy was Sheryl Gowen’s
(1992) American hospital study. Gowen showed that managers
wrongly interpreted reasons why workers did not follow written direc-
tions. Their assumptions about people’s low literacy skills led them to
program workplace literacy classes for workers. In fact, the reasons
for workers’ non-compliance were that they resisted the message of the
text and what it represented in the context of the workplace, as well as
its meaning in the broader sociohistorical context of race relations in
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the American South. The workers felt insulted that managers, who
knew little about the nature of the workers’ jobs, felt compelled to in-
struct them in literacy skills, based on how they completed workplace
instructional documents. The managers misinterpreted documenta-
tion practices through the lens of cognitive skills.

Hull, Jury, Ziv, and Katz (1996) studied literacy practices in Califor-
nia’s Silicon Valley and saw workplaces where workers had consider-
able responsibility in terms of literacy activities. They described an
incident when workers failed to follow labeling instructions that
served as records for traceability and accountability in circuit board
production. One explanation for the problem was that the workers
didn’t read the instructions. But Hull and her colleagues found two
more that illustrated how literacy skills alone offer an inadequate, mis-
leading explanation of the incident. First, workers had organized
themselves so that one was designated to communicate special in-
structions to the rest; on the day of the error that worker was absent.
Second, the workers were unaware of the significance of labeling for
the company. Hull’s group identified the need for access to more com-
plete knowledge about the literacy demands of the workplace, so that
the purposes of work would be recognized.

In another report on the Silicon Valley research, Hull (1995) tells of
a lead hand who was an effective, creative problem solver, who used lit-
eracy as a tool to deal with problems in the manufacturing process. Al-
though this worker solved production problems, he was not allowed to
employ his solutions without higher authorities’ approval, which he
spent a great deal of time obtaining. As Hull pointed out, the texts he
created “were not sanctioned by the company and … had no authority”
(p. 20). Hull’s findings belie the official claims of the “new” workplace,
claims of high performance, more complex literacy skills require-
ments, and flattened hierarchies. In this workplace, the worker used
complex literacy competencies to surpass the limitations of his job de-
scription and his status. But because this work was not officially sanc-
tioned, it was also not recognized.

Studies like these, and other research findings cited in the introduc-
tion to this book, have established an alternative understanding of
workplace literacies. They have challenged the bases of cognitive skills
theories, which make close links between words on the page, “correct”
readings and adequate skills. These studies show us that if we assume
readers and writers make sense of texts simply by dealing with words
on a page or screen, we can easily misinterpret the link between liter-
acy and meaning. They show that meanings, or “readings,” and use of
text don’t just depend on understanding words on the page, but are
closely intertwined with the social environment. In Gowen’s 1992
study, managers assumed that workers couldn’t read if they didn’t
carry out written instructions; they did not see resistance. Hull, Jury,
Ziv, and Katz’s 1996 research found that not following written instruc-
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tions was due to workers not understanding the significance of the in-
structions for the company. And for Hull (1995), one worker’s complex
literacy skills related to his work simply were not recognized in the or-
ganizational hierarchy. We see several examples of this kind of misin-
terpretation in the In-Sites research findings discussed in the rest of
this chapter. We also gain a richer understanding of social practice the-
ories of literacy and of how literacy at the In-Sites workplaces illus-
trates the theories.

HOW LITERACY RELATES TO SOCIAL PRACTICE

What Do the Theorists Say?

Most current theorists see social practices as cultural ways of doing
things. The “things” literacy is involved with are, in Barton and Hamil-
ton’s terms, “utilizing written language” (1998). Others broaden defini-
tions of literacy: Gee (1990) refers to literacy as reading, writing and
talking. To Kress (2000), literacy is “socially made forms of represent-
ing and communicating” (p. 157), and to Hull (1997), “cultural symbol
systems” (p. 19). In other words, for those like Kress, literacy includes
dealing with images and formats as well as words, because meaning in
texts is carried through all these means. Along with the expansion from
printed words to cultural symbol systems as the concrete objects of lit-
eracy, is a move to include multiple modes of communication. Books,
reports, the Internet, computer databases, and symbol systems used
to operate technologies are all now considered modes of literate com-
munication. Many popular views of workplace literacy share this per-
spective; they agree that reading and writing involve many different
modes and symbol systems. But to all the theorists just cited, literacy
as a social practice focuses on how people create meaning: meanings of
the information in texts,2 meanings of the texts themselves, and mean-
ings of the ways texts are used. They all consider that meanings are em-
bedded in the contexts of how people use texts.

Some theorists emphasize the practice, the “doing” aspect of liter-
acy, that is not just the text meanings. They look extensively at how
texts are used and the meanings of those uses. They focus on the activi-
ties around texts that also involve “values, attitudes, feelings and social
relationships … existing in the relations between people, within groups
and communities” (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, p. 7).

To illustrate, David Barton (1994b) tells a story of his visit to a hotel
to book a conference. As Barton and his colleague met with the confer-
ence manager, the manager consulted a book. At the meeting, Barton
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reports that the manager held the planning book and as decisions were
made about the conference arrangements, he noted them in the book.
Barton points out that simply these actions shaped power relation-
ships among those present. Because the manager carried the book and
recorded information in it, he held the power in the interaction. At the
same time, Barton, focusing on the manager’s power, wasn’t equally
aware of his own power to accept or reject the arrangements. Barton
also describes the social roles around the use of the book and the inter-
weaving of oral and written language in the meeting. He further notes
that there were specialized ways of writing understandable only to the
hotel personnel and not to the academics.

Although Barton’s definition emphasizes relationships between in-
dividuals and within groups, his example also shows literacy dynam-
ics across groups: the academics holding a scholarly conference and
the hotel’s organizational world. Analyzing these aspects of that event
—the interweaving of activities and modes of communication with
reading and writing; the specialized knowledge and skills required for
understanding the text; and the interpersonal roles and power rela-
tionships—is key to social practice theories of literacy.

The words and form of texts are also a focus of study for social prac-
tice theorists. Gee (1990), for example, points out that language forms
are not “definable neatly and directly in terms of a set of meanings” (p.
75). Gee (1990, 1996) claims that different types of reading require dif-
ferent background knowledge and different skills. He argues that safety
labels on medicine containers are carefully written to protect drug com-
panies, and that if readers understand only the words and sentences on
the labels, the dosage message to consumers isn’t always explicit.

Another example: Consider the image brought to mind by the sen-
tence, “Superman raised his hand and stopped the truck.” The ability
to decode the words of the sentence does not ensure a clear interpreta-
tion. Judging whether Superman raises his hand as a signal or uses it
as a physical force depends on prior cultural knowledge. People who
don’t know of Superman would picture the scene much differently
from those who do. For social practice theorists, the meanings carried
by the texts are always embedded in the social context together with the
words and form of the text.

What Does the In-Sites Research Show Us?

Like Gee, Hull, and Kress’s views, and like many “basic skills” notions
of literacy, literacies at our research sites involved many kinds of sys-
tems. Many employees across departments in the hotel used highly
technical databases to keep records, but they also used scraps of pa-
per placed beside the computer and hotel pens and planning books.
like the manager in Barton’s story. They also used credit card swipe
machines, telephone codes, radio pagers and paper reporting forms.
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They added information to computer hard copy with colored markers,
special ways of folding papers and individualized marks and symbols.
They posted paper documents and notes on bulletin boards and
doors, taped them to desk tops and computer monitors, carried them
in their pockets, filed them in notebooks, and boxed them away in stor-
age areas. Similarly, in the manufacturing sites, workers handled the
production lines, simultaneously measured and read machine out-
puts and fine-tuned their machinery. They kept paper and computer
records of their work. They consulted and created work manuals.
They filled out continuous reports on work quality and progress to
feed the overall production data. All these ways of dealing with, storing
and modifying text were significant in each of our workplaces to those
who used the texts.

As in Barton’s meeting with the hotel conference manager, social
and power relationships played an important part in the literacy prac-
tices at all our research sites. That is, what people did in relation to
texts was important to the ways they were used and interpreted at our
workplaces. Employees’ interactions with documentation showed
ways that they helped each other interpret and learned ways to work
well. The Texco workers who wrote books as personal manuals got
feedback from more experienced workers. They collected information
for their books from their own experience with the machines they
worked on and from co-workers with whom they shared their books.
The front desk Guest Service Agents at The Urban Hotel took it for
granted that they shared information about the workings of the ever-
changing database system in the hotel. They frequently commented to
newer employees that they too were once new and needed information
from others, for the in-house training prepared them only for the basic
operation of the system. The creation of the uncontrolled, homemade
chart was interpreted with little distress at Metalco, illustrating deci-
sions based on co-workers’ respect for and knowledge of each other’s
expertise and experience.

Relationships of power also stood out in the literacy practices at our
sites. Tensions around privilege, status, workload, autonomy, blame
and risk were reflected in the ways people used and interpreted texts,
although the issues were not readily apparent just by looking at docu-
mentation. Yet we found them to be more complex than Barton noted
in his discussion of the hotel meeting. Barton saw the power difference
there between the banquet manager who held the book and the cus-
tomers who didn’t have the same information. Gee (1990) has also
written about power and literacy, mostly in terms of groups with differ-
ent status and power in society, like teachers and students, for exam-
ple. Although we saw power and literacies related to managers with
power over workers, we also found power and literacy issues among
workers, and workers challenging the power of managers through lit-
eracy practices.
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Power conflicts were an important issue behind the problems with
HACCP documentation on the production line at Triple Z. In-Sites’ re-
search shows us that managers tended to impose HACCP on employees
without their clear knowledge of its purposes. Its meanings were clear to
managers, but not to workers. And workers felt the imposition of stan-
dardization and discipline around the paperwork was superfluous and
illogical. They didn’t see it as contributing to better production. It would
be easy to think that all the managers needed to do was explain its pur-
poses clearly to the workers, and they would be happy to comply. In fact,
that’s a response we’ve received from a number of practitioners about
the research. But that solution would ignore another crucial aspect of
the issues around power at Triple Z: The workers knew that they risked
their managers’ blame for filling out their forms if there was a produc-
tion error; that was a strong disincentive to doing the paperwork. They
also experienced errors in production that they felt were intensified by
the increased workload of the documentation. In the end, managers and
supervisors used their power to place workers in a situation of potential
blame whether they completed the forms accurately or not, for they
would be disciplined if they chose not to comply.

At Texco, In-Sites research found that employees used ISO Non-
Conformance Reports to assert power with co-workers. Although the
official meanings of these reports was that they fed into the quality con-
trol program by documenting errors or things that needed to be fixed,
they weren’t always used for these purposes. Managers thought that
workers weren’t thorough enough in completing the reports, perhaps
because of low skills, low confidence or poor English. But we found
that workers used the reports to blame each other for unsatisfactory
work. Some workers “with a sense of power and security” wrote Non-
Conformance Reports to blame others for work they judged as prob-
lematic, to call it to their and others’ attention. Others wrote reports on
co-workers to protect themselves from blame for production errors.

At The Urban Hotel, Room Attendants sometimes failed to keep track
of their room checklists, and Floor Managers had to search for them on
the supply carts and then ask for the information. Although the Floor
Managers officially had power over the Room Attendants, this small bit
of forgetfulness or resistance slowed down the Floor Managers’ work
and, however briefly, reversed the hierarchy. On a larger scale, the Floor
Managers together resisted a consultant’s imposition of new documen-
tation practices, also challenging the workplace hierarchy.

In other words, we saw power issues as a part of literacy issues in
several ways at our work sites. And although the three examples just
reviewed show power as a negative force or as resistance, it’s impor-
tant to remember that power and literacy practices are not just nega-
tive. The power of HAACP and ISO literacy practices contributed to
Triple Z’s and Texco’s legitimacy with suppliers and to the companies’
income and profit. The complex documentation systems at The Urban

250 7. Implications for Theory



Hotel helped ensure that guests received the services they wanted. The
culture of documentation at Metalco contributed to uniform quality
control. In all of our sites, literacies were designed to work as powerful
tools for company success. What our research shows are the dynamic,
complex, and often unforeseen ways that power is interwoven with
literacies in actual practice.

As with other aspects of literacy as social practice, the In-Sites re-
search shows not just how people use texts socially, but how the mean-
ings they give to texts and take from texts are socially shaped.
Throughout our research, it was frequently clear that interpreting and
producing information in texts were importantly related to a close
working knowledge of the purposes of people’s work, of the ways
things were organized, or of the physical settings people worked in, for
example. Even as supposedly highly literate researchers, we could not
always make sense of documents until we understood the work pro-
cesses and the tasks they referred to. From the onset of our work, we
realized how much of the documentation required of employees at our
sites was often incomprehensible to us or even to others outside the
immediate work area. In describing a display board at one work sta-
tion in Metalco, Tracy Defoe equates understanding the display to
reading “the work of a production cell in a few key numbers and words
… where relationships and layers of significance reveal themselves
only to the most knowledgeable readers, and … [where] readers may
draw meanings not apparent to writers.”

There was a memorable incident in my own research site where I
misread a formatting convention of skipping lines between items in a
list as being inconsequential. It actually had important practical signif-
icance for Room Attendants, and in “helping out,” I slowed down their
work. Coordinators typically skipped lines between each set of rooms
on a floor when they wrote up checklists for the afternoon shift Room
Attendants. That way, in reading the checklist as the shift began, atten-
dants could quickly scan the number of floors they were working on.
That was important information in judging their workload and assess-
ing the need to organize their time. Each floor had its own supply cart,
and room attendants had to make sure each one they needed was suffi-
ciently stocked up. Formatting the checklist helped them to plan their
shift efficiently.

At Triple Z, Rosa, a woman with what’s often called “limited” Eng-
lish, created her own system for recording cleaning tasks on her job
checklist. Its meaning was not readily apparent to auditors, but be-
cause she had created a meaningful, consistent marking system for
herself and was able to explain it, it was considered acceptable. In
other words, she defined what she considered significant distinctions
in the tasks she was responsible for, and she devised a system for re-
cording them. What’s more, she was able to “translate” them in ways
that outsiders recognized as meaningful, too.
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So far we’ve talked about how theorists now define “literacy” as cre-
ating and making sense of many ways of presenting information, with a
variety of symbol systems and modes. They see social practice in terms
of doing things with texts and of interpreting the meanings of texts that
are both tied up with social context in the workplace. We’ve also seen
how the findings of the In-Sites research illustrate this concept of liter-
acy as a social practice. Next, we look more closely at the theoretical
concepts of “discourse” and “context,” which are not quite the same as
the everyday notions of the words.

WHAT ARE THE CONCEPTS OF “CONTEXT” AND “DISCOURSE”?

What Do the Theorists Say?

“Context” is an important idea in social practice theories of literacy. As
is common in theoretical jargon, it’s an everyday term used with a spe-
cial meaning, to represent an important part of the new ways of looking
at literacies. For language teachers (and for many others in everyday
use), the “context” of a word traditionally refers to the surrounding
words or text, and students learn to “guess meanings from context.”
For example, they learn that “rare” has a different meaning in the con-
text of a restaurant menu than in the context of a book about coins or
stamps. But when social practice theorists talk about literacies and
meanings as embedded in context, they mean something much more
than the words on the page.

Researchers such as Lave and Wenger (1991), who write about
learning rather than specifically about literacy, have had a strong influ-
ence on the way of thinking about context in literacy theories. They be-
lieve that “learning, thinking and knowing are relations among people
in activity in, with and arising from the socially and culturally struc-
tured world” (p. 51). That is, they see meanings of words and texts as
part of people’s ways of doing things together, as part of the cultural na-
ture of the environment. They might consider the word “rare” on a
menu and see its meaning not just as how well done a serving of meat
is, but as a meaning shared by a class of people who like eating expen-
sive cuts of meat in restaurants. Lave and Wenger also see meanings as
“produced, reproduced and changed in the course of activity” (p. 51).
So, for instance, when people are dining out, they speak and read the
word “rare” in reference to the meat they’re eating, but when they’re en-
gaged in stamp collecting they use “rare” in another way. This way of
looking at meanings isn’t really difficult to understand, and many peo-
ple would acknowledge that social context is intuitively related to
meaning. But the difference is that in popular terms there are two sets
of meanings: a “core” meaning sometimes changing according to the
text or the setting, and then maybe an extra “connotation” that has to
do with social use. Lave, Wenger and the new literacy theorists don’t
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see separate sets of meaning. They see meanings as always “embed-
ded” in social relationships and activities, in the ways diners or stamp
collectors talk, read, write and share meanings.

The idea of contexts of shared meanings and ways of doing things
among groups is emphasized in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) widely used
term “communities of practice.” They stress that communities of practice
such as midwifery or tailoring share much more than a set of mechanical
skills. They also share “understandings about what they are doing and
what that means in their lives and for their communities” (p. 98). To be
full “participants” in the midwifery community of practice, women learn
the shared ways of talking, reading, writing and problem-solving that
other midwives engage in and that mark them as all being midwives.

James Gee refers to a “Discourse”3 rather than a community of prac-
tice and describes it at length in his writing (e.g., 1990; Gee et al.,
1996).4 Discourses are similar to communities of practice; Gee empha-
sizes that they are created by shared objects, arrangements of space, ap-
pearance, language, knowledge, attitudes, values, sense of shared
history and behavior. Displaying and adopting these attributes allows
people to be members of discourses, and to show they have that particu-
lar identity. Gee et al. (1996) give the example of law school as a dis-
course, through which teachers and students act, think, read and write
“in certain characteristic, historically recognized ways, in combination
with their own individual style and creativity” (p. 10), and thus present
themselves as members of the law school discourse. That is their iden-
tity as lawyers.

Gee (1990, 1992) extends the concept of shared beliefs and prac-
tices beyond Lave and Wenger’s (1991), though. He claims that we all
belong to many discourses. We may be mothers, daughters, students,
teachers, investors and gardeners simultaneously. We may have many
identities. Two things are important about this concept of multiple dis-
courses for literacy theories. One is that discourses are hierarchically
valued, and the other is that they often conflict with each other. For in-
stance, in schools, although students all participate in a shared dis-
course of schooling, those who also belong to nonmainstream
discourses outside of school may find that some of their behavior, ways
of talking, reading, and writing conflict with those of the school. Main-
stream home discourses may be more in tune with the dominant
school discourse, and more highly valued. Issues of power come to the
fore as members of more highly valued discourses exercise power over
members of less valued ones.
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The terms “discourse” and “community of practice” aren’t quite the
same thing as “context” in terms of literacy theories, but they are widely
referred to in discussions of social theories of literacies. And these the-
oretical concepts have been widely used as a framework to cover all of
the aspects of the environment that are relevant to literacy events and
practices. Context is seen to include social groups, relationships, the
objects, arrangements of space, appearance, language, knowledge, at-
titudes, values, history and behavior that may relate to particular uses
of literacy. These related concepts have dramatically expanded the
view of what’s relevant to meanings in literacy practices. At the same
time, when we consider context, we need to remember that it may in-
clude several overlapping, merging, complementary or conflicting dis-
courses, so it can’t be correspondingly equated with discourse.5

Janet Maybin (2000) defines context more explicitly. She outlines
the scope of social practice analysis of literacy activities and their con-
texts as threefold: “a) individual activities, understandings and identi-
ties, b) social events and the interactions they involve, and c) broader
social and institutional structures” (p. 198). Maybin goes on to identify
the importance of looking at the relationships among various levels of
contexts that figure in the meanings of literacy events. She cites, for ex-
ample, physical setting, local background knowledge, and insider
knowledge about institutional practices as important to the ways peo-
ple take up meanings from texts.

In summary, the concept of “context” in social practice theory has
dramatically extended what’s important to consider in understanding
the meanings of texts and literacy practices. It includes social relation-
ships, roles, power, solidarity and conflict, time and space, technologies
of communication, attitudes, values, beliefs, experience and knowledge.
All these aspects of context change over time, they are valued differently
in society, and they may often conflict with each other. And because con-
text involves individuals and groups of people rather than objects, it is
not easily defined as a fixed formula. Let’s return to some of the In-Sites
work situations to see how these concepts apply in real life.

What Does the In-Sites Research Show Us?

We’ve already seen several examples of how context is relevant to
literacies in the In-Sites research we’ve been discussing here. Inter-
actions around documentation mentioned earlier are one aspect of
context. Experienced workers helping new employees understand
document practices, individuals’ unauthorized notes and manuals
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on work procedures, along with supervisor support or lack of sup-
port for such initiatives, the worksites themselves, and the world-
wide corporate trends to document quality control were all part of
the literacy contexts. Those contexts were integral to workers’ sense
of the documents they worked with, and for us, looking at their liter-
acy practices, to understand how they took up and “made” meanings
from them. The issues of power and conflict and the difficulties in
understanding paperwork conventions from outside one’s work
area also illustrate the important nature of context in the literacy
practices we observed.

We can also look at examples of context more in relation to dis-
courses and identities at our worksites. In The Urban Hotel, the liter-
acy practices of each job marked employees as having certain work
identities, with a clear status in the hotel hierarchy. Employees who
carried and wrote in notebooks, and who could give and take paper-
work to and from others, were also employees who wore uniforms that
looked more like everyday business dress than those who wore clean-
ing uniforms. We could say that they belonged to a particular dis-
course: middle-level hotel supervisors, called Floor Managers. Floor
Managers could ask Room Attendants to show their checklists, but
Room Attendants could “mislay” the forms, or not hear the requests.
The status of Floor Managers’ jobs gave them certain powers with doc-
uments. But at the same time, when they interacted with Room Atten-
dants, the context was sometimes one of conflict arising from status
differences and resistance to control.

At Triple Z the research focused on a large segment of the line
workers who were older Italian immigrants with little formal educa-
tion. Many of these workers had been working at the plant for de-
cades. They had “a collective memory of working together, living
together, growing up in Canada … at this plant, speaking Italian and
singing Italian songs while they worked.” At the same time, the group
identity they shared also marked them as having inadequate language
and literacy for the new document-driven workplace. Although they
saw themselves as having built up the company, the perception that
they lacked language and literacy skills made them a liability rather
than an asset in the new workplace. With that image (as well as the
company’s view that enough had been invested in upgrading language
and literacy skills, especially when it was government funded), it was
easier for managers to see them as not up to meeting the new docu-
mentation demands. I don’t believe their collective identity as un-
skilled was the only reason for not looking deeper into the reasons for
their non-compliance with record keeping, but it must have helped
managers to place the blame on them. With a social practice ap-
proach we were able to look beyond skills alone or others’ percep-
tions of their identity to understand their lack of participation in the
HACCP documentation.
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HOW ARE LITERACIES LEARNED IN SOCIAL PRACTICE?

What Do the Theorists Say?

Social practice theories of literacy look to sociocognitive or sociocultural
theories to understand literacy learning. The best-known theorists in this
area are Lave and Wenger (1999). In 1991 they published a monograph,
Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation.6 According to
Lave and Wenger, learning is a process through which learners become
fully participating members of a community of practice. They define
“community of practice” as “participation in an activity system about
which participants share understandings … [of] what they are doing and
what that means in their lives and for their communities” (p. 98). By “le-
gitimate peripheral participation” they refer to the ways that people par-
ticipate in a social practice where learning is an integral part. To illustrate
the theoretical concepts they introduce, they present several apprentice-
ship case studies. They describe how Mayan girls learn to become mid-
wives, for example, by gradually increasing their participation in
midwifery over several years. They are not formally taught, but learn by
accompanying a midwife, often a female relative, absorbing both cultural
and skills knowledge over time, until ready to practice on their own.

It’s easy to see how Lave and Wenger’s (1991) approach dovetails
with notions of discourse and literacy as social practice. Although this
theory has some ambiguities (for example, it is not always clear about
issues of power), it has been widely accepted as part of social literacy
theory. Indeed, much of their terminology is used by literacy theorists.

Situated learning theory calls into question the cognitive-based no-
tion of de-contextualized, generic skills that can be learned in a formal
setting and then transferred to other situations. Lave and Wenger (1991)
argue that “abstract representations are meaningless unless they can be
made specific to the situation at hand” (p. 33). Likewise, Billet (2000)
criticizes the notion of basic generic workplace skills. He draws largely
on research by Stasz (1997), who found that across several workplaces,
competencies defined as generic were actually not common competen-
cies. That is, they were not the same competency in each workplace. For
example, problem solving in one workplace might involve identifying
and fixing problems. At another it might mean collecting information
and interpreting it. Out of context, the generic skill could not be easily
defined. Moreover, Billet points out that workers need to apply “con-
text-specific knowledge” in order to complete what was termed “higher
order” work procedures.

Other recent research on the nature of workplace knowledge also
supports this view of literacy learning in the social context of the work-
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place. Hopkins and Maglen (2000) report on research into the ways peo-
ple learned their jobs. Across four manufacturing and service sector
sites they studied, personnel tended to learn their current positions
while on the job, through co-workers. They reported much less learning
through courses (inside or outside the company), computer packages
or seminars. Although this area of research focuses on knowledge
rather than literacy, literacy is widely seen as closely linked to acquisi-
tion, forms and display of knowledge.7

What Does the In-Sites Research Show Us?

Although we had opportunities to observe much more daily work prac-
tice than formal learning over time, we did see instances of learning
among new employees, which illustrated Lave and Wenger’s (1991) sit-
uated learning theories. We’re not attempting to refute formal learning
here, but to show observed evidence of situated literacy learning.

First, at Metalco, Tracy describes a conversation between Frank, a
worker on the job for only 2 weeks, and George, a more experienced
Machine Operator. In this exchange, George shows Frank how to check
the gauge adjustment. But he also reminds Frank that they will be
sending the chart to Quality Assurance, how it will be interpreted and
responded to, and what they should make of the response. He also re-
minds Frank of crucial responsibilities they have to measure accu-
rately and assures him of their knowledge and confidence in the job
they do. In explaining the machinists’ role, he uses “we,” including
Frank as part of the team. He also explains to Frank the reason Quality
Assurance needs to see the forms, and why the forms are important for
warranty purposes in the company. As Tracy tells us, in this way, “the
workers’ knowledge is passed along; their meanings are shared. The
new worker is brought into the group of machine operators.”

At The Urban Hotel, much of the time I spent shadowing workers
was also a job literacy experience for me, learning that I couldn’t have
accomplished outside the work context. However, beyond just learning
that it was important to skip lines between rooms on different floors, I
learned ways to deal with problems of keeping track of data that the
computer program could not handle. For example, I sat in the action
center for two mornings while operator Jan managed what seemed
like hundreds of incoming calls and redirected them to the proper de-
partments. There were problems of blocked toilets, questions about
where to buy cheap socks, rooms that needed immediate cleaning,
guests who wanted special supplies like humidifiers. She had to follow
up each call to make sure “action had been completed.” At the same
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time, she had to log each call and action on the computer, and had to
keep track of its completion.

As Jan logged the information, she demonstrated and explained
what she was doing. But at the same time, she taught me how to man-
age the computer, for the limitation of the computer screen was its size.
Once the screen was full, earlier entries began to scroll off and they
were no longer visible. That meant she could easily forget the calls and
their status. For that reason she used a pencil and paper to keep track
of the records. She had created a special scheme to mark each call’s
status and whether she’d entered it on the computer as well. I’m sure I
could not have learned the job, or even kept up with it, if I hadn’t had
the opportunity to learn about it in place, to observe an expert worker,
to see how she used her skills and knowledge and to benefit from her
critical adaptation of text and technology. Certainly I wasn’t with her
long enough to really learn the job, but what I saw gave me an impor-
tant window on the kinds of expertise I would have needed.

SOCIAL LITERACIES AND COGNITIVE SKILLS
IN THE IN-SITES RESEARCH

Early in this chapter cognitive skills perspectives on literacy were com-
pared to social practice views. We return to that discussion now in clos-
ing, with a fuller sense of social practice, and apply it to the In-Sites
findings.

Rosa, the cleaner at Triple Z who created her own job checklists, is
particularly remarkable. Her limited English and assumed limited lit-
eracy practices would suggest low-level cognitive skills if we didn’t con-
sider the context of her work. Rosa’s literacy practice was meaningful
in terms of her work, and meaningful to auditors whose intentions and
interpretation she did not know. (“What’s the paper for? For me it mean
nothing. For them and the government, it mean something.”) It’s also
notable, though, because it shows her creative thinking, initiative and
problem solving concerning a simple document. These skills are often
considered “higher order” thinking, which supposedly goes hand-in-
hand only with “higher” literacy levels, that is, use of more complex,
linguistically dense texts.

Skills-based and cognitively oriented theories would also see the
thinking behind Rosa’s checklist system as something that resides in
Rosa’s head, as an individual. Certainly Rosa may have had these kinds
of skills more or less than other individuals, but if we think in terms of
social practice, we can see additional sources for her abilities. She was
confident and experienced at her job. Mary Ellen Belfiore notes that
“cleaning Triple Z [was] like cleaning her own home.” Rosa worked with
autonomy, making her own decisions and disciplining herself. It ap-
pears from this account that she got little interference, possibly because
her work wasn’t seen as essential as production or because her supervi-
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sors didn’t know much about her work. As Mary Ellen points out re-
garding other workers who take literacy initiatives, Rosa had an
investment in her work, experience and knowledge of the job, opportu-
nity and autonomy. All that supports creativity and initiative.

Indeed, many employees at our research sites personalized ways of
keeping track of their work and creating memory aids that didn’t nec-
essarily conform with standards. But because they harmonized closely
with the best ways they had learned to perform their jobs, they were of-
ten more significant for effective work than standard forms. Sue
Folinsbee discussed the use of three workers’ notebooks at Texco. She
found that they developed their own books, first because the official
manuals were not always accessible and closely suited to their imme-
diate work needs. She notes that the workplace response to such a sit-
uation might be to “‘teach’ participants document literacy skills so they
can read the manual.” Yet at Texco, the manuals were inadequate, not
the workers. As Sue says of one of the manual writers who might have
scored low on conventional writing assessments, “She was able to
make literacy do what she wanted, have control over her work and do
her work well.”

Just as in Gowen’s hospital and Hull’s Silicon Valley worksites,
In-Sites researchers found contradictions between official claims
about the ways literacy fit the workplace organization and the workers’
own experiences. These contradictions would not have been so appar-
ent without a social practice understanding of literacy events. The
most salient were the issues of blame at Texco and Triple Z. At both
worksites, paperwork considered important by managers regularly
did not get completed. At Texco, managers suggested “fear of being
blamed for a mistake, not having the big picture, and conflicting expec-
tations” as reasons why workers did not adequately fill out R&D
forms. Signing off on incorrectly labeled production runs was one ex-
ample of problems with record-keeping at Triple Z. One manager’s re-
sponse was to call a meeting to go over the procedures; another’s was
to force compliance through progressive discipline. Yet at both sites,
the issue for workers was blame and contradictory messages from em-
ployers about the meanings of proper documentation.

At Texco, workers were ostensibly told that paperwork was impor-
tant, but when production was rushed, they were pushed by middle
managers to prioritize production over paperwork. In the end, line
workers were blamed if the work was slow and if the paperwork was
incomplete. At Triple Z, line workers were asked for input about label-
ing failures, but their reasons of work overload were ignored, and they
risked blame both if they signed off errors and if they avoided signing
off. As in the Silicon Valley site, workers never really understood the
full reasons for HACCP documentation.

We’ve seen how looking through the social practice lens at work-
place literacies helps us understand workers’ abilities and knowledge
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better than drawing on assumptions about their reading/writing skills.
We’ve also seen how we can gain a much richer understanding of how
deeply literacies are interwoven in the relationships and activities of
workplaces.

WHAT CAN PRACTITIONERS MAKE OF SOCIAL PRACTICE
THEORIES ABOUT LITERACY?

By including this chapter in our book, we have intended to include
practitioners and others in the discussion about literacy and social
practice in the workplace. We hope that this chapter opens the door to
the discussion for those less familiar with research and theorizing. We
do not see academic theory as the final word on literacy, to be received
and digested by practitioners. Nor do we see theory as something to be
dismissed by practitioners as incomprehensible prattle. Now that
we’ve looked at literacy through the lens of social practice theories, we
can see how skills alone cannot explain how literacy practices are fol-
lowed at workplaces.8

What we hope is that practitioners may bring their knowledge to the
field, to take an active part in critical analysis and development of these
theories, to take on the idea of theory to inform themselves and enrich
their practice. We believe, in Robert Scholes’s (1985) words, that “the-
ory can help us solve curricular and pedagogical problems … teaching
can help theory pose and elaborate those problems … teaching and
theory are always implicated in one another” (p. ix).
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8

Conversation
on Collaborative

Research

Joys and dilemmas! Taking on academic research rather than the ap-
plied type of research I had become used to doing left me with contradic-
tory feelings: stunning highs, awful lows; but more often, a puzzled sense
with bright moments and some dungeons of confusion.—I tried to hold
on to what I thought I understood and then was thankful that there were
five of us and that someone would rescue me. Certainly, we have to be
ready to be confused and to dwell there for awhile.  —(Mary Ellen)

This conversation on collaborative research among the five re-
searchers spans a number of topics: our initial excitement about this
project and its importance to each of us, our different understandings
of theory and practice, and our thoughts on the inevitable tensions in a
long-term and long-distance working relationship. In the final section,
the three educators converse about the joys and dilemmas of switching
roles from workplace educators to researchers.

We designed the research as a collaboration between workplace ed-
ucators (Sue, Tracy and Mary Ellen) and academics (Judy and Nancy).
We felt the research could then draw on the insights and strengths of
both practice and theory, with benefits for both. We all expected an
eye-opening experience, but we didn’t realize on how many levels this
would take place.

261



For this chapter, we each wrote about our own understandings of the
collaborative research process, then responded to one other. This con-
versation took place over several months at different times during the
project. We used a conferencing Web site that we had access to through-
out the research to post all of our correspondence.

SIGNING ON

Tracy: It was several years ago when we first started saying that
“someone” should propose research aimed at understanding
workplace learning and literacy as being more complex than
anything that could be measured through charting individual
workers’ skills. At that time, I was not thinking that we (Sue,
Mary Ellen and I) would be the researchers, and I didn’t know
Nancy or Judy. I was thinking that we would advocate for at-
tention and for money, and someone else would do the long,
hard lonely work in the field and at the computer. But when it
came back to us to do, I didn’t hesitate to sign on. I felt I knew
more or less what I was getting into and I would be able to do it
well—and I was excited to work on something innovative with
this group of women.

Nancy: I joined in this conversation very keen to work with people
who spend their time in workplaces. I guess that’s because
I’ve been focusing my academic research and writing on
workplace social issues for a long time, but don’t get to spend
much time actually hanging around in workplaces. In fact, I
didn’t get to do that in this project either, but I got to share in
the benefits of all the time spent by others. I considered this a
pretty lucky opportunity.

Judy: After my thesis I thought I might never get a chance to do an
observation ethnography again. It had been one of the most
exciting, challenging experiences in my professional life. This
one would give me a chance to do it again, and to try to do
better. When I first met the other women researchers on the
project, I was really impressed by their competence, confi-
dence and strength. They were all experienced, accomplished
consultants and teachers in the workplace. They were labeled
the “practitioners” and Nancy and I the “academics” on the
team. It was a term I hadn’t ever really applied to myself. I’ve
spent 25 years teaching ESL and writing, experience that I
thought made me a practitioner, too, albeit not a workplace
one, but I know well what teaching is like. This project would
be an opportunity to do something really exciting, to meet and
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work with interesting, intellectually curious women, and to
have a clearer sense of how school and workplace literacy
teaching and practices related.

Sue: My interest in a collaboration began with reading critical per-
spectives and research by writers such as Glynda Hull, Sheryl
Gowan and Charles Darrah. I thought that this work had
much to offer me and other workplace educators in terms of
how we might view the complexities of the workplace and im-
prove our practice. I felt that their stories rang true to my ex-
perience in workplaces. However, these writers made very
few links to how their research and analysis might actually
shape and influence practice. In fact, I found that they some-
times seemed critical of educators without understanding
their lived reality. I was hopeful that our In-Sites group might
be able to make these links between theory and practice that I
hadn’t seen in the literature.

Mary
Ellen:

Like Sue, I was immediately engaged when I first read Gowan,
Darrah and Hull. Rather than feeling that their observations
rang true for me, I remember saying to myself that I had a lot to
learn about workplaces and workers. This was a layer of liter-
acy life that I had not observed or examined. But I knew it was a
dimension I wanted to investigate first-hand. Unlike Sue, I
didn’t start out with a desire to link theory and practice, or
even to improve my own practice. I just wanted to know more
about literacy practices at work, not sure of where that would
take me. My first reason to do the research was to have an ex-
cuse to be on the floor, in the meetings and at the training ses-
sions for months, not just for a few hours or a day. Theory
wasn’t part of the attraction; seeing, experiencing, understand-
ing as an educator (not a researcher) were the lures. For me, it
was a one-time opportunity to engage in cultural exploration.

DISCOVERING ETHNOGRAPHY
AND A SOCIAL THEORY OF LITERACY

Sue: Personally, I was thrilled to have the opportunity to learn to do
ethnographic research and through this research understand
the realities of workers’ lives on the plant floor. I have always
been interested in the larger picture of the workplace as a cul-
ture and how people, language and literacy, and education ac-
tivities fit into this culture. I thought that the rich, complex
descriptions and understandings that came from ethno-
graphic research could provide some answers for practice.
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Theory (the more critical perspectives) and practice could be
tied together to offer more satisfying strategies to consider is-
sues of print and oral communication at the workplace. I was
frustrated in my own work when time after time managers
seemed uninterested or unable to deal with systemic issues
around print and oral communication that came up in every
organizational needs assessment. I began to realize later that
perhaps I could position these issues in a way that would be
more useful to them.

Mary
Ellen:

I have always been drawn to the discoveries of ethnography, to
questioning assumptions and to discovering the details of
lived experiences that change the way I understand behav-
iors, attitudes and values. I saw this collaboration as an op-
portunity to get into the complexities of workplace education.
For ethnographic studies in the workplace, messiness and
tangles would be the norm rather than the exception. My own
work as a teacher, consultant and facilitator in workplace set-
tings told me that the tangle was indeed the norm. Yet when I
wrote teacher reference books, I was always trying to get be-
yond those messy complexities (or was it really just pushing
them aside?) to write about generic knowledge and concrete
steps that instructors could use in workplace education.
Finally, I decided that manuals were not my style of writing. I
wanted to revel in the details, the contradictions and the way
it really is. I wanted to do an ethnographic study.

Nancy: For me, theory is most exciting when it is put to the test in the
real world. So this chance to do sustained workplace obser-
vation through the lens of social practice theory was really at-
tractive. I felt that this project would give us enough time to
reflect on what we were looking at, and to really learn some-
thing worthwhile.

Judy: I returned to graduate school after a decade of teaching ESL
in the occupational training division of a local community col-
lege. I had reached a point in my teaching where I needed to
know more, more about how language worked, how written
texts came to be valued or not, how learners learned. I ended
up on a project observing children learning how to write in a
multicultural, working-class, inner-city classroom. Every-
thing changed when I stepped into their classroom and sat
down beside them. Only a few of them lived in the school’s
world. Their interests, intentions, concerns, conflicts and de-
sires played out both in their writing activities and in the sto-
ries they produced. They were most engaged with writing to
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align themselves with friends, to provoke others, or to play
out desirable media identities. They wrote only superficially
to meet the teacher’s requirements; as a result, their texts did
not match school standards. Most of all, I learned through
this ethnographic study that their texts could never be mean-
ingfully assessed or interpreted without understanding the
social dynamics of the classroom. I could never again look at
literacy and literacy learning solely as text or as a set of men-
tal processes.

Mary
Ellen:

In discussing my experience with a social theory of literacy, I
need to go back a few steps and position myself in my commu-
nity of practice as a workplace educator. Despite years of ex-
perience, reading and investigating, I never had a grounding
in either language or literacy theories. Teaching, applied re-
search, program development and even writing for teachers
didn’t demand an obvious theoretical grounding. Even after
my own brief foray into ethnographic research a decade be-
fore this project, I didn’t have a real understanding of what it
would mean to take a theoretical position and use it to direct
data collection and to analyze the data we got. I went through
the steps before, but didn’t dig deep enough to reach the
ground I stand on now. This project is the first time I have
tried to understand a theory and use it; or perhaps to under-
stand a theory through use and in use. It’s the first time I have
struggled with thought in this way: the grasping after an idea,
the fleeting moments of insight, the confusion in the dark.
This experience of struggling to understand a theory at the
same time as we use it to analyze our data is what the social
practice of research for newcomers is all about, I suppose.
This dynamic relationship between theory and data, chang-
ing and shaping as we proceed, has been enlightening, con-
fusing, exciting, exasperating, tiring, isolating and
communal: the full load of contradictions.

Sue: Like Mary Ellen, I found it was the first time that I was guided
by a formal theory—that of literacy as a social practice. It was
working in a new culture because everything that we analyzed
and wrote had to be in tandem with this theory. I found myself
straddling two worlds, the world of practice where I had my
own theories and the world of research where I was trying to
apply and use the theory of literacy as a social practice in un-
derstanding what I was observing at my research site. The
one thing that really disappointed me was that I felt my expe-
rience as a practitioner was undervalued in this research
work. The only use I felt my practitioner experience had to of-
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fer was to make me feel very comfortable in the manufactur-
ing environment I was in because I had worked in similar
environments many times before. In fact, at times I felt my
knowledge and experience as a practitioner hindered my abil-
ity to understand and apply the theory. In all of these ways I
didn’t feel that the research work built on my strengths or
knowledge.

Judy: When the chance came to study workplace literacy, I didn’t
hesitate. I knew the dominant line from the voices of business
and industry, the popular press, and many education circles:
that the new workplace required a highly skilled, highly liter-
ate workforce, and the current educational system was inade-
quate because a substantial percentage of the workforce
could not handle the skill demands of the changing times. I
saw several parallels between the classroom study and the
workplace: social and commercial institutions labeling a
group of readers and writers as deficient and guilty of not
meeting others’ expectations. In both settings, I saw the inter-
pretation of the problem based on psychological models of
text comprehension and production. In neither case did I see
an official recognition of the kinds of social forces involved in
literacy practices that I saw in the school classroom. I thought
it would be very enlightening to look at literacy practices in
terms of social practice in the workplace to understand what
other important dynamics figured in workplace reading and
writing.

Mary
Ellen:

Once I got into the readings and the research, I started notic-
ing that researchers and writers in other disciplines such as
history and medicine were operating with a similar view—not
only academics, but also artists and media people. For in-
stance, here is Felipe Fernandez Armesto (2000), a Spanish
historian, in Civilizations: “People are part of the awesome
continuum of nature and you cannot encounter them except
in the tangle of their environments and the mesh of the eco-
systems of which they form a part” (p. viii). Or Dr. Patricia
Baird, a geneticist at the University of British Columbia: “The
evidence is overwhelming that the determinants of common
chronic diseases of modern life are complex, interrelated, act
over time and are embedded in a social context” (Valpy, 2001,
p. A13). I now feel part of a much larger community, one that
has the diversity I prize and yet a common view of the world
that creates a sense of unity. Because our workplace literacy
community is small, this discovery gives me more hands to
join, more smiles and more comfort.
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COLLABORATING ACROSS DIFFERENT WORLDS

Nancy: I had not collaborated with four researchers before, and I have
to admit that I was a bit worried about such a large group, par-
ticularly of people who had not worked together before. And I
was nervous about such a long time commitment: A lot can
change in two or three years (in fact, three of us have changed
jobs and two have moved to different locations). I was also
aware of how much trouble academic researchers have work-
ing together, even when their backgrounds are more similar
than our group’s. But I figured we would take one step at a time
and deal with whatever unfolded. I’m forever the optimist.

Tracy: “Collaboration” is a word that I embrace. I have thought,
talked and written a lot about what it means to me to work in
diverse groups—how it is so challenging and so slow, yet the
only real way to get things done in a workplace. This is cer-
tainly not the most difficult group I have ever worked with,
not by a long shot. In fact, looking back, I am not sure we have
been very collaborative—not yet.

Sue: As a group, I think we came to this project with a sense of an-
ticipation and goodwill. But we all had different interests and
concerns about the project. I felt that there was always a sense
of generosity and good spirit in how we helped each other and
worked together. But sometimes we spoke different lan-
guages because we were operating in different worlds. This
created tensions and underlying currents that were difficult
to name.

Nancy: I agree about the underlying tensions. But I think these too
have been a source of valuable learning, and might even be in-
teresting to other groups who are trying to collaborate.

Judy: I see now that the ways I approach knowledge are quite aca-
demic: that is, the way I think, talk and debate about ideas;
the language conventions I follow in presenting ideas; and the
values I have incorporated about these ways of thinking and
acting. That didn’t figure strongly in my impressions of how I
fit into the group in the beginning. But our different dis-
courses were to figure in tensions through the project. Sue,
Tracy and Mary Ellen all shared a different discourse with a
different knowledge base than I had. They knew what they
wanted to do. The question was focusing and coordinating it.
At first, we talked about our different strengths and what they
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could bring to the group. Things might be tricky, but we were
all full of energy and anticipation.

Sue: I do think the collaboration between our group as academics
and educators provided an opportunity to learn how to do
ethnographic research and gain a deeper understanding of lit-
eracy practices and workplaces. But little did I know or under-
stand how difficult or painful it would be to make the links
between theory and practice. The worlds of academia and
practice seem so separate and far apart. This is my observa-
tion from struggles in our group and my firsthand experience
as a graduate student. I feel that I am in both these worlds and
neither of them. It is hard to know where my many years of ex-
perience fit anymore.

Nancy: I was also surprised how hard it was to manage our differ-
ences in personal style. But seeing how things unfolded, I now
think that our personal styles might be partly an extension of
our differences in background knowledge and experience.
For instance, in our research group, we seem to have different
kinds of comfort and confidence with various kinds of talk
and writing. Maybe these are not just personal, but profes-
sional traits as well. I mean, academics do a lot of our work
through writing. Perhaps workplace educators do more work
through talk. Also, academics spend a lot of time turning con-
crete details into abstractions. We call that analysis. Then we
swap these abstractions and call it debate. It is like a common
currency among academics to talk and write like that. That’s
probably not true for everyone.

Judy: I too assumed that we would debate theory and ideas, that we
would all disagree and argue back and forth. That’s what we
were going to do together. The silences didn’t mean disagree-
ment to me, at first.

Sue: What Nancy and Judy say are interesting examples of differ-
ent ways of communicating based on our background knowl-
edge and experience. I sometimes found it difficult to find a
space for my ideas because I was not used to the kind of talk
we were engaging in. I find that I have to mull things around
for a while before I contribute. Unfortunately, by that time,
people are on to something else!

Tracy: I think I imagined when we started that we would each inter-
pret things we found in the research sites from what we knew
or from what we read. Not that we would all try to get up to
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date on the various thoughts and strands in those academic
discourses. Or that Judy and Nancy would try to learn how to
be workplace educators, for example. I imagined that we
would be okay as who we were. We would help each other
equally.

Mary
Ellen:

I knew I wanted to do some reading, but I can see now that I
hadn’t envisioned being fully immersed and up on it. I already
feel that I will only go so far with pushing my intellect to grap-
ple with different aspects of theory. I know there are still many
leaps I could take in understanding social practice, not to
mention all the other theories that overlap but are different. I
think I’ve come to a plateau and I’ll probably work for awhile
with what I now know. I feel very much like I did after my grad-
uate work. I had to stop—I had to get out there and do, teach,
get grounded.

Judy: I know that academics often over-ponder, over-talk, lack ac-
tion and may not have a clear sense of real-world applications
of theory. But I also know that the simple, flashy, clever and
quick fix can be seductive and often effective in the corporate
world, but not in research.

Nancy: I also noticed that we have different habits around tacit
knowledge. Academics, maybe ethnographic researchers in
particular, are often interested in drawing out the tacit knowl-
edge they have about a setting so it can be shared and exam-
ined more closely. So that means we may want to talk about
things that seem boringly obvious to others, because we think
that’s where the new insights will come from: looking at famil-
iar events through a new lens. This is a kind of specialized
way of thinking and working. Workplace educators are accus-
tomed to working with a lot of background knowledge too,
but perhaps you don’t need to make all those understandings
explicit—it would take too much time. You are not getting
paid to describe problems in detail, but to fix them. That is al-
most the opposite of research. You go straight from under-
standing to action. So, you always need to know a lot more
than you take the time to write down.

Sue: Yes, one of the things that I did learn through this research
and my graduate work was the beauty and power of making
tacit knowledge explicit. One thing I never liked to do was
journal. I would rather talk about an issue with someone.
Doing ethnographic research is an ongoing journaling pro-
cess where you are constantly testing and retesting your
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thoughts, ideas and analyses around something you have ob-
served by writing things down. Sometimes it feels tedious and
tiring to never be finished. The intensity of this process can be
very painful, but I think that’s where true, long-lasting learn-
ing occurs.

Mary
Ellen:

I did not anticipate the tensions that we have experienced as
an educator/academic collaboration. In hindsight, it seems
predictable that we would play out those same tensions that
any systemically unequal work group does. Our own messi-
ness and tangles are a story too, and one that other such work
groups have experienced and referred to. I always thought of
the group as five contributors. My focus on the different con-
tributions people could make to this collective effort perhaps
blinded me to the equality and power issues that were always
at play. I named them “communication problems” or “per-
sonal styles,” just as they have been named in the workplace.
It was a revelation to see how we experienced these power is-
sues in the same way as others have in the many workplaces
where we have been consultants.

Judy: I don’t think our tensions are just personal, just political, or
just system oriented. To me, they are a combination of the
ways each of us manages (or tries to manage) our everyday
personal, work and social lives. How each of us presents and
sees ourself in the world, our fears of failure and exclusion,
our (in)security about what we don’t know well and our pro-
jection of that baggage onto each other. Each of us has a differ-
ent mixture of styles, personal strengths and insecurities. So
we’ve both meshed together supportively and collided on this
project. When I think about the equality and power issue,
most of all I think of its dynamism. Power shifts and coalesces
in different ways. It’s multifaceted. And power imbalances are
felt most keenly by those with less in the power balance, an
experience that’s been felt variously across our group over
these three years.

In future group work I’ll try to apply what we’ve learned
here. I think it’s important to watch for and bring out the
sources of potential tensions before they become impedi-
ments to the work. It’s hard to do when you’re not quite con-
sciously aware of them, but each person in the group needs to
take responsibility for that.

Nancy: And I think we all found it helpful when we were eventually able
to name some of these issues. Like how being silenced felt when
trying to be the observer/researcher and not the facilitator/edu-
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cator in those workplaces; or some of the writing blocks that
came from a sense of power imbalances in our group.

Mary
Ellen:

Although I have tried to understand these tensions, I don’t
think I have experienced them with the same rawness as oth-
ers have. Perhaps because my stake in this project is more
personal than professional. And also perhaps because I have
taken on the responsibility of managing the daily life of the
project, which has given me a certain amount of power others
have not shared. In this role, I get to use some of my facilita-
tion skills, which means I’m not powerless. Another reason
might be that I have bought into the hierarchy of the academy
and see myself as the student with no ambitions to become an
academic researcher. Both the collaborative process and the
content of this research have been an awakening to me with
all the emotional upset that goes with any startling endeavor.

Tracy: I don’t think we three are so typical of workplace educators,
or maybe it is just that workplace educators are such a di-
verse group, so that generalizing about how they deal with
knowledge or might prefer to work in a group will just not
make sense. One thing we do share is that we are used to
working for inclusion. For example, making space for every-
one on a joint committee to bring their best ideas forward in
whatever ways they can. I know some of my frustrations came
from the way we used our time together in our research meet-
ings. I kept looking for more variety in the day. Five people at a
table or in a circle just didn’t work for me over long days. I
needed a chance to take on something with one other person,
to change the physical setting, to plug into modes other than
oral/aural. All of us in a room listening, speaking and taking
notes took the creativity and fun out of it for me. I like playing
with new ideas and I am a multimodal learner. Sometimes
that was really discouraging for me.

WORKPLACE EDUCATORS AS RESEARCHERS:
JOYS AND DILEMMAS

Mary
Ellen:

My joyful moments were certainly about new understandings
of work, people doing work, and about literacies and lan-
guage. I had the greatest luxury—time—to see complexities
revealed and to get used to looking at the world of work with
new lenses.

Tracy: One of my joys was just having the time to really do this. The
field work and what understandings I gained there, not just
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about literacies but about the ways people think about work,
manufacturing and all the goals they have—those under-
standings have really helped me make my work more rele-
vant than it has been in the past. I feel really grounded with a
wide view. Many of the things I now “know” most people there
have never thought about, or they haven’t moved around
enough to see patterns. So time was a joy.

Sue: I really felt that through this project I was about as close I
would ever get to standing in someone else’s shoes. It was an
exhilarating experience to be able to put 100% of my concen-
tration on my conversations with people around me and what
they were doing. I could see things that I couldn’t see before. It
was like doing a puzzle with millions of little pieces that fi-
nally came together in one big picture. The big picture al-
lowed me to see systemic trends, issues, contradictions and
patterns of inequality that exist in every workplace. In my ev-
eryday life, I find that there is lots to distract me from seeing
what is going on around me as closely as I could when I was at
the research site. In addition, it was humbling to work on the
line with the workers at my site. The work was difficult for me
to do, but they were always respectful, never made fun of me
as I struggled with tasks they were trying to teach me. I had
such a healthy respect for the work that they did, which came
more from my heart and spirit than from my head.

Mary
Ellen:

I also gained an immense appreciation of how working people
live with contradictions and manage to keep their selves in-
tact despite believing one thing and having to do another.
These contradictions are part of how people use print, too, of
course, and will always be present in some form. As an educa-
tor, I would jump to solutions for eradicating those contradic-
tions around print; but now I am driven more by curiosity
than by a desire to fix it first.

Tracy: I love field work, and I also really do enjoy the writing. Those
are joys, too. I guess the dilemma that goes with that is that
the time I was researching and meeting and writing took me
away from some of my usual circles. I lost touch with other
colleagues and got pretty isolated from my local peers. You
can’t really talk about this work while you are doing it. That is
isolating, too.

Sue: I found that doing this research created separations between
me and other practitioners and people I used to work with. I
also found that it did not help me get work or enhance my ca-
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reer as an educator. In fact, I would suggest just the opposite.
Initially, I often felt discouraged because I seemed so out of
sync with other people in workplace education. However, I
now feel that I have met a lot of new allies who are more in
tune with the ideas we have been working with. I also find that
other people are interested in these ideas, which makes me
more hopeful. Although I gained a new perspective, these
ideas go against the grain in terms of mainstream literacy pol-
icy. The reality is that I often have to work in old ways without
acknowledging what we have learned, living with the contra-
dictions of new knowledge and old ways of doing our jobs.
But I’m always looking for the spaces that will hold the new
perspectives.

Tracy: I am used to working with a “joint committee,” a labor–man-
agement advisory group to check with during all phases of a
project. I missed those other interested people who really
know the place as insiders. We were sounding boards for each
other, and there were people at Metalco who had an apprecia-
tion of what I was doing, but it just wasn’t the same. I think it
was another way of being isolated. And as a researcher I had
no defined job role in the workplace. You really need to be
self-motivating to do this and then to write it up.

Mary
Ellen:

For me, the motivator for being an educator/consultant in the
workplace is that desire to fix, to be useful, to facilitate pro-
cesses for improvements. We work collaboratively, setting
agendas, starting up educational opportunities, getting
things done with tight timelines, then moving on to the next
project. So dilemmas began to surface early on for me when I
experienced the slow and careful pace of ethnographic re-
search. I was now in the workplace with a different purpose,
not to offer assistance in the short term, but to understand at
a much deeper level. To get that far, I found I had to be open to
whatever came along. My own agendas and targets for accom-
plishing things were detrimental. Better to hang out with no
fixed agenda and make sure there was lots of time with “noth-
ing” to do but observe, listen, talk and think. I found myself
leaving the house not knowing what to expect that day or what
I would be doing. At first, I felt the fear of going into the work-
place with no particular task in mind; then, the knowledge
and quiet smile of certainty that there would always be some-
thing happening that would be important for me. And I was
never disappointed.

Getting to that point required a higher tolerance for ambi-
guity than I was used to, not only as a consultant, but also in
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my personal life. I had little control over what happened, but I
realized that didn’t matter. More importantly, whatever hap-
pened would be one more knot in the tapestry to explore. I
came away with a lot more trust in how people, issues and
patterns of behavior reveal themselves over time.

Tracy: So maybe, Mary Ellen, this is part of what we take from this as
practitioners, a little more appreciation for the time it takes to
know and understand the knots and layers. It is easy to say
that we all know trust takes time. And that we get to know a
place and the people there over time, but we also get asked to
make recommendations based on a quick look-see and our
own best judgment. It is a dance. We will need courage to talk
about ambiguity and exploration.
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Appendix:
Notes on Ethnography
as Research Method

Nancy Jackson

This book is the product of a collaborative research project that
spanned nearly 5 years from conception to publication. That is a long
journey, with lots of learning along the way. In the other chapters, we
have reported quite a lot about what we learned, but not very much
about how we learned it. Many kinds of activity go on behind the term
“research.” So we would like to demystify the process a bit by making
visible some of the daily dilemmas and decisions that moved us for-
ward, step by step. By doing so, we hope to illustrate how this kind of
research actually gets done, and perhaps encourage others who might
want to get involved in research themselves. This appendix is not
meant as a handbook on how to do research, but rather a glimpse be-
hind the scenes. It provides a brief overview of the stages of our re-
search, along with some tales from the field to try to illustrate what
these stages look like in real life.

But in research as in other matters, there is no one right way to do or
to think about issues of method. One size never fits all, and there are
many and competing versions of the theory and practice of ethnogra-
phy. We have focused here more on practical procedures than the theo-
ries underlying them. But we have included a few footnotes suggesting
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a further readings that are relatively consistent with the way the re-
search in this book has been conducted.1

GETTING FOCUSED

We have described this research as “ethnography,” or a series of
ethnographic case studies. Briefly, ethnography is a way to investigate
a chosen topic by spending a period of time in a suitable setting and
asking “What is happening here?” and “How do things work?”

For example, in our research, the topic we were investigating was
workplace literacies, and we chose four workplace settings where we
knew there was activity relating to literacies. Right away, some people
might think, “Isn’t that biased?” The answer is, not at all. As ethno-
graphic researchers, we are not trying to prove whether literacy is an
issue in workplaces. We are trying to understand how and why literacy
is an issue in some workplaces, and what is going on when people
think there are literacy problems. To answer such questions, we must
first go where we know we can find some activity that fits this descrip-
tion. Then we pose a whole range of questions and leave our minds
open to the answers we will discover. There are always more and differ-
ent things to learn than we anticipate.

Usually, ethnographic researchers start with a few general puzzles
they want to investigate. For instance, What is happening in this work-
place? What are the different jobs here? What kind of literacy prac-
tices are involved in this work? Who thinks there is a literacy problem
here, and why? Does anyone think there is not a literacy problem, and
why? Gradually the questions get more focused as the researchers
understand more about the setting. Sometimes this is called an
“emergent research design.” For example, after a while we might start
to ask, How do you use this checklist? How do they want you to fill it
out? Does it help you do your work? How or how not? Where does this
form go once you have filled it out? Do you know who reads it? Each
answer generates new information, leading to new questions. It’s a bit
like a treasure hunt.

There are many approaches to ethnography and many debates
about the theory, power and politics underlying this and other kinds of
research methods. But broadly speaking, ethnographic methods
share some general features that distinguish them from other ap-
proaches, such as statistical studies or clinical experiments. For exam-
ple, they mostly don’t use statistics or numeric measurements, or pre-
and posttests. Instead, ethnographers investigate their topic by talk-
ing, listening and systematically observing the ordinary ways that peo-
ple make sense of things in everyday life. As we look and listen, we use
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our own methods of “making sense” to understand what we see and
hear, which means we are part of the same process we are investigat-
ing. This is called “reflexivity,” and a lot has been written about this
tricky issue in textbooks about research methods. Sometimes this
kind of research is also called “interpretive” and the sense-making
work of the researchers is called “human-as-instrument.”2 The key
point here is that every single method of discovery that researchers use
leaves its mark and sets limits in some way on what they discover. This
is no different in ethnography than in science. In ethnography, we try to
be aware of and make these influences visible or “transparent,” so oth-
ers can judge for themselves about the trustworthiness of the informa-
tion we collect and the conclusions that we draw.3

READING OTHER WRITERS

Although we mostly think of research as taking place in the field or the
research “setting,” in practice it starts long before that (and continues
long after). Most researchers begin the research journey by reading
other research reports and theory related to their topic so they are fa-
miliar with other influential ideas. Some of these will be ideas they ex-
pect to agree with, and others they hope to challenge. But in either case,
researchers need to know what others are writing, so they have an in-
formed perspective and don’t reinvent the wheel with every new study.

For example, for this research we read recent theoretical debates and
previous studies about the changing nature of both workplaces and
literacies. We have described some of this literature in other chapters of
this book. Reading and reflecting on this research literature was essen-
tial to thinking broadly about what we were seeing, and allowed us to
compare our “findings” or interpretations of events with what others
have been saying about similar situations. That way, each new piece of
research can make a contribution to the “discourse” or ongoing conver-
sations taking place (largely through publications) in every field.

GATHERING DATA

Data can refer to anything that helps to answer the research questions.
Sometimes we don’t treat certain information or events as data when
we first encounter them. But later we realize how much they help us
understand about our topic, so then they become data. Data could be
found or acquired in many ways: by observing, listening, asking casual
questions, conducting formal interviews, or by reading texts in the re-
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search setting. But perhaps ethnography is best known for the infor-
mal data gathering technique of “hanging out.” That is, ethnographers
go into a setting and try to learn primarily by just being there, using all
their powers of comprehension to understand what is going on. This
sounds a lot simpler than it turns out to be, as those who try it soon
learn. But in general, it involves using very focused attention to try to
learn things that others already know because they are “insiders” to
the research setting.

Our research settings were workplaces, and we wanted to know how
literacies work there. So we chose to focus our attention on what cer-
tain employees did every day that involved various kinds of literacy
practices. Notice that this already required us to decide what counts as
being a type of literacy. What do literacies or literacy practices look
like? Sound like? What counts and what does not? These are impor-
tant but taken-for-granted theoretical decisions that are also part of
the data-gathering process. This is where some of that advance reading
came in handy, in preparing our minds to see through fresh eyes, or to
“make the familiar strange.”

We wanted to learn how literate activities and events came about and
what meanings they had for different individuals. We learned by watch-
ing people, talking to them informally and sometimes interviewing
them, if possible with a tape recorder so we could keep a close record
of what they said. Doing this over a period of days, weeks or months,
an ethnographic researcher begins to understand events from the
complex and often multiple perspectives of insiders. This issue of per-
spective is important because how insiders see things is often quite dif-
ferent from the ideas and understandings with which the researcher
began the study. So in this case, the members of the setting are the ex-
perts and the researchers are the learners. The learning curve is often
high, and this can be very challenging.

Fitting In

Right off the top, we learned to make various adjustments to our per-
sonal styles of dress and speech to participate comfortably in the re-
search setting. As Judy says in Chapter 3, she learned to smile a lot,
wear suits, and say “Excellent” in order to fit into the hotel culture.
Tracy found a way to fit into the mostly male working environment by
wearing “nondescript” clothes, casual trousers and a gray zippered
jacket with a Ryerson University pin, in contrast to the more brightly
colored professional clothes she wore as an educational consultant in
the same workplace. Mary Ellen was required to wear a hairnet and lab
coat to enter the food-processing floor, and had to learn to read lips in
order to have conversations next to roaring machinery and hissing
steam. Sue had to exchange her trademark large, colorful jewelry for
steel-toed work boots in order to conform to safety standards in the
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textile plant. On the one hand, these small adjustments to personal
identity could be seen as trivial at best, or manipulative at worst. But in
the world of ethnography, they are all part of learning to walk in the
shoes of other people and to apply all our senses and creative capaci-
ties to the task of understanding someone else’s reality.

Figuring Things Out Along the Way

Data gathering is a constant process of making small decisions. What is
important to write down and what is not? Who shall I talk to next? How
can I get this person to talk to me? How could I get an invitation to that
meeting? So it goes, a relentless stream of tiny choices that seem insig-
nificant, but in research turn out to be quite important. This requires a
lot of concentration to do well, and adds up to a tired mind at the end of
the day. We cannot begin to recount all the decisions we had to make
along the way, of course. But we hope telling a few bits will indicate what
is meant by terms like “emergent design.” It mostly means using a lot of
common sense and making educated guesses about what is best.

In each of our four research sites, one of us “hung out” as an ethnog-
rapher for a period of 6 to 8 months, 2 or 3 days a week. During that
time, we used a variety of standard data-gathering techniques, includ-
ing different kinds of observations, interviewing, tape-recording and
note taking, depending on what seemed possible and appropriate at
the time. All of us had some kind of previous research experience, and
we had spent several months together reading and talking about field-
work strategies (as well as theory) before we began. Nevertheless, for
the most part, we didn’t know when we started out what would be pos-
sible in any of our sites. So when we arrived on site, we each had to fig-
ure out our actual data collection procedures as situations presented
themselves. The following sections illustrate with a few practical exam-
ples from our sites.

Observation Strategies

As things unfolded, we found ourselves using quite different strategies
and styles of observation in our four sites. At Texco, Sue got permis-
sion from the company to become a full “participant observer.” This
meant she got on-the-job training for a number of the job functions and
she actually worked full shifts alongside the other workers in the tex-
tile plant. By doing this, she was trying to discover not only what they
did with their hands, but also what it felt like to be inside their jobs,
their understandings of events, and their working relationships.

In contrast, both Tracy and Mary Ellen were more conventional,
“nonparticipant observers,” by following people around, standing be-
side their workstations watching and taking notes, asking questions,
trying not to be in the way. But they too had some level of insider status
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in their sites, because in both cases they were known to quite a number
of both workers and managers from serving previously as education
consultants and/or teachers in the same companies. So they too had
the benefit as ethnographers of some prior knowledge and relation-
ships with insiders to help gain “access” to the site and its employees,
to break the ice once they were there, and to promote open communi-
cations about issues of interest.

At the other end of the spectrum was Judy’s experience in The Ur-
ban Hotel. Not only was she previously unknown to the hotel managers
or workers, but she also had no previous insider knowledge of a hotel
setting from an employee’s perspective. So she had to start from
scratch in negotiating research access with the hotel managers and in
understanding the events, vocabulary and relationships of the setting.
When it came to observing, Judy was not allowed to record or take
notes in the “front of the house” where she was in public view. She had
to sneak off for little breaks in the coffee shop and the washroom to
write field notes on her observations. This is a common problem, and
individual researchers get very inventive about finding their own solu-
tions. Fortunately, in the “back of the house,” Judy was permitted, like
Mary Ellen and Tracy, to follow people around, ask questions and take
notes as they worked.

In fact, at Metalco, Tracy realized that she was finding it a lot easier
to observe and ask questions of managers and engineers than of ma-
chine operators, in part because they work in quiet places instead of
with noisy machines. Of course, this too had an impact on what kind of
data she actually managed to get. These are all common variations in
opportunities and strategies for observation and understanding. All
are recognized in the research literature as legitimate means of gather-
ing data, and any of them must be adapted in the moment to fit the par-
ticular circumstances of the setting. It is never possible to see and hear
“everything,” so every researcher must make choices.

Interviewing Strategies4

The same kind of improvising was needed when it came to interviewing
people. We found that we did whatever worked in the situation, and
usually that could not be planned until the individual researcher was
immersed in the setting. Mary Ellen found she had good success sitting
in the cafeteria in Triple Z and talking with people on their lunch
breaks or other spaces in the day. The cafeteria turned out to be a good
“research office” for her because it was away from the noise of ma-
chines and she could have reasonably private conversations. Out on
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the floor, she could only talk to workers when the production lines
were down. Sometimes she was able to ask planned interview ques-
tions and use a tape recorder in private rooms that staff arranged for
her to use. But sometimes she found that in order to understand what
was going on for people, she just needed to listen to what was on their
minds rather than ask prepared questions.

At Texco, Sue did a lot of her talking to people while actually working
beside them on the job. This did not lend itself to private conversations
or tape recorders. Like Mary Ellen, she started out with lists of proper
interview questions, but soon learned that if she used simple and fa-
miliar openers instead, like “What’s up today?,” she would often get an
earful of useful information. As Judy did, Sue found it impossible to
take field notes while actually working on the line. So she scribbled lit-
tle reminders to herself on a notepad whenever she could during the
day (the washroom comes in handy again). Then she realized she
could capture lots of her own observations by talking into a tape re-
corder in her car on the way home from her shifts. This didn’t provide
100% recall. But she grew to realize that no technique is perfect, and
anyway, ethnography is more of an art than a science.5 Sometimes she
was able to interview co-workers on tape at another time, like over cof-
fee or dinner after their shifts, and recapture some of the same discus-
sions they had on the floor.

At Metalco, Tracy found that many of her engineering informants
didn’t mind at all being tape-recorded in both formal and informal in-
terviews and, in fact, loved chatting with her about their jobs. In con-
trast, she did not speak the first language of many machine operators,
so found that she did many fewer interviews with these workers. These
are the kinds of variations in access and opportunity that inevitably
shape the data. Sometimes translation is used to overcome such barri-
ers, but that too shapes the data in ways that are often hard to judge,
because a third party is mediating the sense-making. There is no pris-
tine solution.

In Judy’s case at the hotel, language was not so much a barrier as
culturally defined behaviors. For instance, in order to understand the
work of the employees in the housekeeping office, she had to learn how
to fit in with the fast and easy humor of the Caribbean women. She also
learned to make field notes after the fact, or in ways that drew the least
attention to her presence, such as using a clipboard just like the house-
keeping staff and floor managers did.

Text as Data

Along with watching, listening and asking questions, ethnographic re-
searchers usually read or examine a variety of technical source materi-
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als. Some of these are background documents that explain the
principles or the logic of activities going on in the research setting. But
writing of this kind is usually found only on a bookshelf or a desk in the
manager’s office. In our case, this included literature about the HACCP
food safety system, ISO systems in manufacturing, and systems of
quality assurance and competitive ranking in the hotel industry. We
read standard texts on high-performance management to increase our
understanding of terms like “Non-Conformance Reports” and “push
versus pull” models of manufacturing. In these and other ways we
learned many things that employees took for granted about their work-
ing environments and may not have explained to us. Like them, we
needed this background knowledge in order to make sense of things
around us.

Other kinds of texts we read as data included those that people in
the research setting used every day to do their jobs. For example, we
read charts and diagrams or photos on the wall, instruction manuals,
checklists, and other routine forms, regulations and guidelines that
were sometimes in print form, sometimes on computer screens in
email or “intranet” systems. These texts were absolutely central to our
attention because they are our topic: workplace literacies. But they are
included in this discussion of methods for a different reason. That is,
regardless of the topic, researchers can learn a lot of crucial informa-
tion about the research setting by examining workplace-related texts
to help them understand what is going, and what meanings may be
shared and taken for granted by insiders to the setting.

Leaving the Field

After many weeks or months in the field, it is sometimes hard to know
when to stop. Methods texts sometimes say that ethnographic field-
work should stop when questions keep turning up the same answers
over and over. This is sometimes called the “saturation point.” In real
life, such cues are not always obvious, and most often the recurring
views we encounter are not the same, but rather a recurring pattern of
differing opinions. But at some point we have to stop anyway, some-
times when the time or money runs out. We stop with the realization
that our knowledge of the setting will never be complete, and that we
still face the challenge of trying to make sense of what we have seen
and heard.

Usually after a long period of fieldwork, researchers’ own thinking
about the original topic has changed quite a lot, and they often feel
more confused than when they began. Some of these new understand-
ings will reflect what (some) insiders had to say, and this means the
researchers have been good learners in the research setting. But this
merely underscores the challenge of bringing together a chorus of
differing possible views about the same workplace, and drawing some
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conclusions as a researcher that will have some legitimacy. This is the
job of analysis.

ANALYZING DATA

In practice, analysis does not occur only at the end of this kind of re-
search. The process of analysis or making sense of gathered data begins
the moment the ethnographer enters the research site, even before.6 If
the setting is completely unknown to the researcher, everything is new
and must be figured out—even simple things like which parking lot and
which entrance to the building are okay to use, or which lunchroom to
use and why. This too involves analysis of meanings.

But even if the setting is a familiar one, the research role may be new,
and that means orienting to different questions and answers than while
wearing another hat in the same setting. This transition can be very de-
manding, and may take a while to achieve. As literacy researchers, as
opposed to teachers for instance, what should we be paying attention
to? What do we have time to think about in this role, and how broadly
should we look? When we were teachers, we may have been working for
the Human Resources Manager; now who are we “working for”? How
many different perspectives on daily events do we want to hear, and
why? What do we do about the disagreements that surface? What do we
do with any confidential or sensitive information we may get?

As a group of five researchers, we gave a lot of discussion time to this
issue of what we were actually looking for and why. We spent a lot of en-
ergy early in our fieldwork reporting our experiences to each other,
whether in pairs, in the whole group, on the phone, or in person, in-
cluding several 3-day workshops where we tried to “immerse our-
selves in our data.” We talked extensively about what we were trying to
understand and why, comparing notes about our sites, our observa-
tions and how they fit with what we had read about in the research lit-
erature. We pushed ourselves to examine events more closely, to
question our own assumptions, to start noticing common issues as
well as differences, dynamics and tensions across all our sites. It took
a couple of months of this kind of dialogue before we began to see, with
some relief, that there really were similarities as well as differences
across our sites. What we were seeing about literacies did begin to
make sense to us in light of some, and in contrast to other, research lit-
erature. Slowly, we began to feel that we were all in the same conversa-
tion and that we might really have something to say as researchers at
the end of all this. At the end of our most energizing days of searching
for our story lines, we would say to each other, “Now we just have to go
home and write it.” Famous last words.
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Despite this growing sense of direction and confidence, we still faced
a painful transition when the time came to actually stop visiting our
sites, stop talking to each other, and just write, write, write. One mem-
ber of our group summed up the writing phase of our work as “pain,
pain, pain!” We each spent weeks and weeks surrounded by a sea of pa-
per, poring over field notes and transcripts, pacing the floor, fretting.
We couldn’t tell which was more painful: the isolation of trying to write
alone at each of our desks, or trying to write collaboratively with each
other. Both were fraught with tensions: fear of the blank page, anxiety
about our different writing styles, different ways of seeing the same ma-
terial, our perfectionism, procrastination, distractions, false starts,
fear of the unknown.

We tried to begin gently by writing basic site descriptions first, to fa-
miliarize each other more deeply with all four sites. But even that was a
challenge: What is important to describe about these sites and why?
Why is the color of the walls important, or the location of the parking?
Eventually, after a lot of talk, we agreed to start writing stories to illus-
trate dynamics involving the uses of literacies in each of our sites. This
too was a challenge, as we constantly revisited the question, What’s the
point of this story? Slowly, draft by draft, after hours of feedback and
soul searching, months of writing and rewriting, pacing the floor and
sleepless nights, the stories began to emerge along with our sense of
what they were all about. Eventually we started going to conferences
and making panel presentations about our findings. “Talking” our sto-
ries seemed a bit less scary than writing them, but we still had terrible
nerves before every presentation. When people at conferences seemed
to recognize what we were talking about, we felt encouraged. A couple
of times, nobody at all came to our sessions. We tried to reassure our-
selves that we weren’t that boring; we must just have been at the wrong
conference!

Conclusions Are Made, Not Found

Little by little our conclusions or “findings” began to emerge from the
sea of details in front of us. We read, reread, pored over photographs
from our sites, smiled again at the jokes and the stories that people
had told us, thought things over while standing in the shower, got up in
the middle of the night to write when we couldn’t sleep. Sometimes we
figured things out in order to write; sometimes we wrote in order to fig-
ure things out. Sometimes we talked and then wrote; sometimes we
wrote and then talked. In this meandering way, the stories gradually
took shape, along with our growing sense of what they were about.
Sometimes we turned stories upside down, told them another way
around and then they seemed more clear. All the time we struggled to
see through a fresh lens the familiar events and activities of literacies-
in-use and workplace teaching and learning. Slowly we began to see
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not only our research sites, but also our own roles and identities as ed-
ucators through a new lens as well. This was not always comforting,
but there seemed to be no retreat from what we had learned: The expe-
rience had changed us, too.

In this organic way, it is the job of ethnographic researchers to sys-
tematically and painstakingly carve conclusions from the data, and re-
veal them through some form of narrative that will both tell and show
others what they have learned. To be sure, the aim of this kind of re-
search is not to make grand claims about truth for all time, or all
places or all people. But the point is certainly to make an argument
that is of interest and relevance beyond itself. In the case of our re-
search, our writing had two aims. The first was to present coherently
and convincingly a particular way of understanding literacies-in-use in
our four workplaces. The second was to illustrate our views and argu-
ments in such a lively and transparent way that our readers would be
able to see how we came to our conclusions, and how our conclusions
might be relevant for other workplace settings as well. This is a com-
mon qualitative approach to the quest for “generalizability.” More sim-
ply put, it is the “Aha!” factor, or “Oh yes, I recognize that … it’s the
same where I work.” It is one sign of the trustworthiness necessary for
good ethnographic research.

By putting forward research findings in this way, ethnographic re-
searchers become part of an ongoing conversation across time and
space. Academics call this “making a contribution to knowledge in the
field.” But we hope this conversation will extend beyond academic cir-
cles. It may include people who are insiders to the actual setting where
the research was conducted, and/or insiders to settings where the
analysis strikes an “Aha!” response. It may also involve people with
widely different roles and reasons to be interested in the research
topic. For our project, we had in mind the following range of readers:
educators or trainers in a variety of settings, workplace supervisors or
team leaders, human resource officers or managers, workers or union
officials interested in literacy programs, students or others preparing
to work in any of these roles, and policy-makers in literacy and work-
place training. Writing conclusions with such diverse audiences in
mind takes some care, strategy, courage and sometimes restraint. But
it can increase the potential impact of the study.

Indeed, the most hopeful scenario may be that different parties will
find something new, useful, even challenging in our research process
and reports. Some findings may fit comfortably into established ways
of thinking and acting. Some others may be controversial, both inside
and outside the original setting, and serve to stimulate debate long af-
ter the project itself is finished. Those studies that offer challenging re-
sults often come to be seen as key points of reference for future work.
In fact, even studies that elicit the “Aha!” response will hopefully stimu-
late new thinking and contribute something beyond the everyday un-
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derstandings of insiders. This is a goal in some but not all forms of
ethnography. But in our view, it is an area where ethnographic re-
searchers can make a uniquely valuable to contribute, by reconcep-
tualizing or “reframing” familiar issues.

For example, in our worksites, the everyday views of front-line work-
ers often included blaming the attitudes or personalities of their super-
visors for the job rules they found unreasonable. However, by following
our own trail of questions and answers, we were able to discover that
the actions of both “nice” and “mean” supervisors were often driven by
stiff rules, regulations, manuals and audits (ISO, HACCP) over which
they too had little control. Thus, the everyday tensions around literacy
practices were often part of a broader picture of systemic change in the
nature and organization of work that placed heavy demands on work-
ers and supervisors alike. As we have argued throughout this book,
understanding this weave of broader connections is essential knowl-
edge for workplace educators seeking constructive and collaborative
solutions to “literacy problems.” But making such discoveries de-
pends in large measure upon the methods we use to look for them.7

Invisible Labor

In addition to the recognized categories of research methods we have
used in the preceding discussion (like data gathering and analysis),
there is a whole layer of less glamorous work that rarely gets men-
tioned in methods texts, but is equally consequential. It goes on before,
during and after all the activities just outlined. That is the often-thank-
less work of planning and administration. We perpetuate this invisibil-
ity unless we include here at least a brief version of the nature of this
essential work in our own research process.

First, we spent weeks and weeks of proposal writing and rewriting,
all on the off chance that we would actually get funded. We didn’t know
each other well at that time, and in fact (like now, as we finish) we were
living on different continents. So doing this work was the beginning of
figuring out who we were and what we might do together. Even so, as
Tracy says in Chapter 8, “Conversation on Collaborative Research,” we
may not have been making all the same assumptions about the mean-
ings behind our words. Eventually we did get funded, but it doesn’t al-
ways turn out that way. So the work of proposal writing is speculative,
unpaid labor, and may come to nothing.

We also spent many hours learning how to read and understand the
budgets and financial reports for our multiyear project, as well as
learning the ropes in the research administration department of a
large university. Fortunately for us once again, the research adminis-
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tration office turned out to be efficient, helpful and pleasant to deal
with. But we didn’t know that in advance. So here too we were taking a
leap into the dark.

In addition to satisfying the requirements of the university that ad-
ministered the funds, we spent time communicating directly with our
funding agency. This involved monthly activity reports, intermittent
phone calls to get questions answered, and occasional meetings with
the whole group. In this process we negotiated budget changes as our
needs and plans evolved, and kept the agency informed of our prog-
ress. Fortunately, most of us had some prior working relationship with
this funding agency, and knew it to be reliable and flexible, which gave
us confidence. In particular, our project officer was known by us to be
enormously knowledgeable, helpful and patient. If it weren’t for her
faith and skill in steering this project through the system, there never
would have been a study or a book. But all this too is part of the invisi-
ble work of initiating and sustaining research.

The End Is a New Beginning

There are endless details that we could report about the research pro-
cess, and possibly something to be learned from most of them. But
perhaps we have said enough to encourage others to think that
ethnographic research may be messy and even organic, but not a com-
plete mystery. In our experience, the process has not always been easy;
perhaps it has never been easy. With hindsight, we could say that above
all it has been a continuous learning process. We started out to learn
about the meanings of literacies in our worksites. Along the way we
learned a lot about changing work and workplaces, and the complex
pressures facing learners as well as workplace educators.

We also learned to see ourselves differently. As researchers, we
learned about working together and collaborating across multiple di-
mensions of space, time and our own identities. We also learned to
think differently about our role as workplace educators. We learned
and we are still learning. We are learning as we write and revise this
book. We learn as we begin to see this book through the eyes of others
who have not lived through the process of discovery with us in the field.
We learn as we emerge from an intensive focus on this work, and try to
rejoin the circles of our peers in both workplace education and acade-
mia. We learn as we go “back to work,” in workplace education, as we
said in Chapter 6, and try to figure out how our learnings can make a
difference.

We do hope others will take the plunge into research. At the same
time, it is probably not a good idea to try to do so without any prepara-
tory research training. Even with training, it is probably wise to work
with some people who have previous research experience, to help get
through the bumpy parts. Research does not need to be a 5-year pro-
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ject like this one. In fact, something smaller would be a better place to
start. No project is too small if it helps to answer our own questions
about how to improve the teaching and learning of literacies, in the
workplace as elsewhere. In fact, the title of a recent review of interna-
tional experience with literacy research-in-practice sums it up well. As
Quigley and Norton (2002) say about practitioner-based research: “It
simply makes us better.”
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