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Sponsorship and the Rise in Literacy Standards
As I have been attempting to argue, literacy as a resource becomes available to ordinary people largely through the mediations of more powerful
sponsors. These sponsors are engaged in ceaseless processes of positioning
and repositioning, seizing and relinquishing control over meanings and
materials of literacy as part of their participation in economic and political
competition. In the give and take of these struggles, forms of literacy and
literacy learning take shape. This section examines more closely how
forms of literacy are created out of competitions between institutions. It
especially considers how this process relates to the rapid rise in literacy
standards since World War II. Resnick and Resnick lay out the process by
which the demand for literacy achievement has been escalating, from basic, largely rote competence to more complex analytical and interpretive
skills. More and more people are now being expected to accomplish more
and more things with reading and writing. As print and its spinoffs have
entered virtually every sphere of life, people have grown increasingly dependent on their literacy skills for earning a living and exercising and protecting their civil rights. This section uses one extended case example to
trace the role of institutional sponsorship in raising the literacy stakes. It
also considers how one man used available forms of sponsorship to cope
with this escalation in literacy demands.
The focus is on Dwayne Lowery, whose transition in the early 1970s
from line worker in an automobile manufacturing plant to field representative for a major public employees union exemplified the major
transition of the post-World War II economy—from a thing-making,
thing-swapping society to an information-making, service-swapping
society. In the pro-cess, Dwayne Lowery had to learn to read and write
in ways that he had never done before. How his experiences with writing
developed and how they were sponsored—and distressed—by
institutional struggle will unfold in the following narrative.
A man of Eastern European ancestry, Dwayne Lowery was born in
1938 and raised in a semi-rural area in the upper midwest, the third of
five children of a rubber worker father and a homemaker mother.
Lowery
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recalled how, in his childhood home, his father’s feisty union publications
and left-leaning newspapers and radio shows helped to create a political
climate in his household. “I was sixteen years old before I knew that goddamn Republicans was two words,” he said. Despite this influence, Lowery said he shunned politics and newspaper reading as a young person,
except to read the sports page. A diffident student, he graduated near the
bottom of his class from a small high school in 1956 and, after a stint in the
Army, went to work on the assembly line of a major automobile manufacturer. In the late 1960s, bored with the repetition of spraying primer paint
on the right door checks of 57 cars an hour, Lowery traded in his night
shift at the auto plant for a day job reading water meters in a municipal
utility department. It was at that time, Lowery recalled, that he rediscovered newspapers, reading them in the early morning in his department’s
break room. He said:
At the time I guess I got a little more interested in the state of things within
the state. I started to get a little political at that time and got a little more information about local people. So I would buy [a metropolitan paper] and I
would read that paper in the morning. It was a pretty conservative paper but
I got some information.

At about the same time Lowery became active in a rapidly growing
public employees union, and, in the early 1970s, he applied for and received a union-sponsored grant that allowed him to take off four months
of work and travel to Washington, D.C. for training in union activity. Here
is his extended account of that experience:
When I got to school, then there was a lot of reading. I often felt bad. If I had
read more [as a high-school student] it wouldn’t have been so tough. But
they pumped a lot of stuff at us to read. We lived in a hotel and we had to
some extent homework we had to do and reading we had to do and not
make written reports but make some presentation on our part of it. What
they were trying to teach us, I believe, was regulations, systems, laws. In case
anything in court came up along the way, we would know that. We did a lot
of work on organizing, you know, learning how to negotiate contracts, contractual language, how to write it. Gross National Product, how that affected
the Consumer Price Index. It was pretty much a crash course. It was pretty
much crammed in. And I’m not sure we were all that well prepared when
we got done, but it was interesting.

After a hands-on experience organizing sanitation workers in the west,
Lowery returned home and was offered a full-time job as a field staff representative for the union, handling worker grievances and contract nego-
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tiations for a large, active local near his state capital. His initial writing and
rhetorical activities corresponded with the heady days of the early 1970s
when the union was growing in strength and influence, reflecting in part
the exponential expansion in information workers and service providers
within all branches of government. With practice, Lowery said he became
“good at talking,” “good at presenting the union side,” “good at slicing
chunks off the employer’s case.” Lowery observed that, in those years, the
elected officials with whom he was negotiating often lacked the sophistication of their Washington-trained union counterparts. “They were parttime people,” he said. “And they didn’t know how to calculate. We got
things in contracts that didn’t cost them much at the time but were going
to cost them a ton down the road.” In time, though, even small municipal
and county governments responded to the public employees’ growing
power by hiring specialized attorneys to represent them in grievance and
contract negotiations. “Pretty soon,” Lowery observed, “ninety percent of
the people I was dealing with across the table were attorneys.”
This move brought dramatic changes in the writing practices of union
reps, and, in Lowery’s estimation, a simultaneous waning of the power of
workers and the power of his own literacy. “It used to be we got our way
through muscle or through political connections,” he said. “Now we had
to get it through legalistic stuff. It was no longer just sit down and talk
about it. Can we make a deal?” Instead, all activity became rendered in
writing: the exhibit, the brief, the transcript, the letter, the appeal. Because
briefs took longer to write, the wheels of justice took longer to turn. Delays in grievance hearings became routine, as lawyers and union reps alike
asked hearing judges for extensions on their briefs. Things went, in Lowery’s words, “from quick, competent justice to expensive and long term
justice.”
In the meantime, Lowery began spending up to 70 hours a week at
work, sweating over the writing of briefs, which are typically fifteen to
thirty-page documents laying out precedents, arguments, and evidence for
a grievant’s case. These documents were being forced by the new political
economy in which Lowery’s union was operating. He explained:
When employers were represented by an attorney, you were going to have a
written brief because the attorney needs to get paid. Well, what do you think
if you were a union grievant and the attorney says, well, I’m going to write a
brief and Dwayne Lowery says, well, I’m not going to. Does the worker
somehow feel that their representation is less now?

To keep up with the new demands, Lowery occasionally traveled to major
cities for two or three-day union-sponsored workshops on arbitration,
new legislation, and communication skills. He also took short courses at a
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historic School for Workers at a nearby university. His writing instruction
consisted mainly of reading the briefs of other field reps, especially those
done by the college graduates who increasingly were being assigned to his
district from union headquarters. Lowery said he kept a file drawer filled
with other people’s briefs from which he would borrow formats and
phrasings. At the time of our interview in 1995, Dwayne Lowery had just
taken an early and somewhat bitter retirement from the union, replaced
by a recent graduate from a master’s degree program in Industrial Relations. As a retiree, he was engaged in local Democratic party politics and
was getting informal lessons in word processing at home from his wife.
Over a 20-year period, Lowery’s adult writing took its character from a
particular juncture in labor relations, when even small units of government
began wielding (and, as a consequence, began spreading) a “legalistic” form
of literacy in order to restore political dominance over public workers. This
struggle for dominance shaped the kinds of literacy skills required of Lowery, the kinds of genres he learned and used, and the kinds of literate identity he developed. Lowery’s rank-and-file experience and his talent for
representing that experience around a bargaining table became increasingly peripheral to his ability to prepare documents that could compete in kind
with those written by his formally-educated, professional adversaries. Faceto-face meetings became occasions mostly for a ritualistic exchange of
texts, as arbitrators generally deferred decisions, reaching them in private,
after solitary deliberation over complex sets of documents. What Dwayne
Lowery was up against as a working adult in the second half of the 20th
century was more than just living through a rising standard in literacy expectations or a generalized growth in professionalization, specialization, or
documentary power—although certainly all of those things are, generically,
true. Rather, these developments should be seen more specifically, as outcomes of ongoing transformations in the history of literacy as it has been
wielded as part of economic and political conflict. These transformations
become the arenas in which new standards of literacy develop. And for
Dwayne Lowery—as well as many like him over the last 25 years—these
are the arenas in which the worth of existing literate skills become degraded. A consummate debater and deal maker, Lowery saw his value to the
union bureaucracy subside, as power shifted to younger, university-trained
staffers whose literacy credentials better matched the specialized forms of
escalating pressure coming from the other side.
In the broadest sense, the sponsorship of Dwayne Lowery’s literacy experiences lies deep within the historical conditions of industrial relations
in the 20th century and, more particularly, within the changing nature of
work and labor struggle over the last several decades. Edward Stevens Jr.
has observed the rise in this century of an “advanced contractarian soci-
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ety” (25) by which formal relationships of all kinds have come to rely on
“a jungle of rules and regulations” (139). For labor, these conditions only
intensified in the 1960s and 1970s when a flurry of federal and state civil
rights legislation curtailed the previously unregulated hiring and firing
power of management. These developments made the appeal to law as
central as collective bargaining for extending employee rights (Heckscher
9). I mention this broader picture, first, because it relates to the forms of
employer backlash that Lowery began experiencing by the early 1980s
and, more important, because a history of unionism serves as a guide for a
closer look at the sponsors of Lowery’s literacy.
These resources begin with the influence of his father, whose membership in the United Rubber Workers during the ideologically potent 1930s
and 1940s, grounded Lowery in class-conscious progressivism and its favorite literate form: the newspaper. On top of that, though, was a pragmatic
philosophy of worker education that developed in the U.S. after the Depression as an anti-communist antidote to left-wing intellectual influences in
unions. Lowery’s parent union, in fact, had been a central force in refocusing worker education away from an earlier emphasis on broad critical study
and toward discrete techniques for organizing and bargaining. Workers began to be trained in the discrete bodies of knowledge, written formats, and
idioms associated with those strategies. Characteristic of this legacy, Lowery’s crash course at the Washington-based training center in the early
1970s emphasized technical information, problem solving, and unionbuilding skills and methods. The transformation in worker education from
critical, humanistic study to problem-solving skills was also lived out at the
school for workers where Lowery took short courses in the 1980s. Once a
place where factory workers came to write and read about economics, sociology, and labor history, the school is now part of a university extension service offering workshops—often requested by management—on such topics
as work restructuring, new technology, health and safety regulations, and
joint labor-management cooperation.7 Finally, in this inventory of Dwayne
Lowery’s literacy sponsors, we must add the latest incarnations shaping
union practices: the attorneys and college-educated co-workers who carried
into Lowery’s workplace forms of legal discourse and “essayist literacy.”8
What should we notice about this pattern of sponsorship? First, we can
see from yet another angle how the course of an ordinary person’s literacy
learning—its occasions, materials, applications, potentials—follows the
transformations going on within sponsoring institutions as those institutions fight for economic and ideological position. As a result of wins, losses,
or compromises, institutions undergo change, affecting the kinds of literacy
they promulgate and the status that such literacy has in the larger society.
So where, how, why, and what Lowery practiced as a writer—and what he
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didn’t practice—took shape as part of the post-industrial jockeying going
on over the last thirty years by labor, government, and industry. Yet there
is more to be seen in this inventory of literacy sponsors. It exposes the
deeply textured history that lies within the literacy practices of institutions
and within any individual’s literacy experiences. Accumulated layers of
sponsoring influences—in families, workplaces, schools, memory—carry
forms of literacy that have been shaped out of ideological and economic
struggles of the past. This history, on the one hand, is a sustaining resource
in the quest for literacy. It enables an older generation to pass its literacy resources onto another. Lowery’s exposure to his father’s newspaper-reading
and supper-table political talk kindled his adult passion for news, debate,
and for language that rendered relief and justice. This history also helps to
create infrastructures of opportunity. Lowery found crucial supports for extending his adult literacy in the educational networks that unions established during the first half of the 20th century as they were consolidating
into national powers. On the other hand, this layered history of sponsorship is also deeply conservative and can be maladaptive because it teaches
forms of literacy that oftentimes are in the process of being overtaken by
new political realities and by ascendent forms of literacy. The decision to
focus worker education on practical strategies of recruiting and bargaining—devised in the thick of Cold War patriotism and galloping expansion
in union memberships—became, by the Reagan years, a fertile ground for
new forms of management aggression and cooptation.
It is actually this lag or gap in sponsoring forms that we call the rising
standard of literacy. The pace of change and the place of literacy in economic competition have both intensified enormously in the last half of the
20th century. It is as if the history of literacy is in fast forward. Where once
the same sponsoring arrangements could maintain value across a generation or more, forms of literacy and their sponsors can now rise and recede
many times within a single life span. Dwayne Lowery experienced profound changes in forms of union-based literacy not only between his father’s time and his but between the time he joined the union and the time
he left it, twenty-odd years later. This phenomenon is what makes today’s
literacy feel so advanced and, at the same time, so destabilized.
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