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The Violence and Learning: Taking Action (VALTA) Project invited 
literacy and adult educators to share and build knowledge about 
the impacts of violence on learning and ways to address them. 
Through workshops, an online course, Changing Practices research 
projects and other activities, we three co-facilitators and the Project 
participants explored ways to break silences about violence and to 
create environments to support learning for all. The intention of 
this book is to share what was learned from the Project and invite 
further exploration. 

In chapters that follow, Project participants report on their research 
about applying what was learned in the VALTA course to their 
practices. This introductory chapter and the next one provide a 
backdrop for reading the reports. They also describe some of what 
we learned about ways to support learning and research. Chapter 
Three includes the Project evaluators’ report. 

PathwaPathwaPathwaPathwaPathwayyyyys to the Projects to the Projects to the Projects to the Projects to the Project
Although initiated in 2002, the VALTA Project was grounded in 
earlier research and practice and in the intertwining paths that 
we—Jenny, Judy and Mary—traveled to our shared belief in the 
importance of taking action about violence and learning. We 
decided to introduce the VALTA Project in this publication by 
revisiting these paths and the learning, hopes and dreams that 
shaped the Project activities and how we worked together. 

Jenny’Jenny’Jenny’Jenny’Jenny’s Paths Paths Paths Paths Path

In 1987, I was interviewing women in Nova Scotia for my thesis 
about women and literacy. When I was asking questions I thought 
were about the literacy practices in their daily lives, most of the 
women told me about past and present experiences of violence. I 
began to notice connections between violence and difficulties 
learning through their stories of shyness, school absence, and 
school failure. In that study I wrote about violence as the backdrop 
against which was set the women’s desire for literacy to change 
their lives. Violence remained in the background in that writing, 
but my questions continued as I thought about the role of violence 
in contributing to difficulties women have learning in childhood 
and as adults (Horsman, 1990). 

When I returned to Toronto and started a women’s group in my 
local community literacy program, the theme I chose for one class 
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was childhood. One day we read Rose Doiron’s story about her 
abusive childhood (Doiron, 1987). In spite of my new questions 
about the impact of childhood violence on adult “illiteracy,” I 
thought little about the impact of reading this book. I did not stop 
to wonder how many women in the group might have 
experienced violence as children and might find reading about 
Rose’s experience too painful a reminder of their own lives. The 
next day, one member of the group called me to apologize for what 
she had said. I couldn’t remember what she’d said, but told her she 
could speak about anything in the group. Later, she told me her 
comment had been “things happen to children that shouldn’t.” 
Even saying those few words, this woman felt she had revealed far 
too much about her own painful childhood and she was terrified 
because she had broken a long-held silence. 

My acceptance opened within her a floodgate of her experience 
with violence. I was at sea—I wanted to help, but I was in over my 
head and didn’t know how to respond. My solution was to find a 
way to be a support within the expertise of literacy work. I offered 
to tutor her. I suggested we use reading materials about women’s 
and girls’ experiences of violence, and that she could write 
whatever she chose. That suggestion launched us on a challenging 
eight-year tutoring relationship, and an intense, ongoing 
friendship. It also led her eventually to therapy, and to increased 
comfort with reading and writing to express herself. She faces her 
ongoing challenges with more choices and possibilities, though 
these “choices” are still relentlessly limited by poverty, poor health 
and the inadequacy of legal and social support systems. 

Early in the tutoring process I found the material we read together 
disturbing, and I sought the help of a therapist myself to begin to 
explore whether I had personal issues with violence. I also found a 
counsellor in the local community health centre who was willing to 
support me and give me wise advice on how to work responsibly 
with this student. This tutoring led me to more and more 
questions about connections between violence and particular 
reading difficulties. It also led me to believe that literacy programs 
must make space for tutoring of the sort we were doing together. I 
wrote often about this work (e.g. Horsman, 1996, 1994), but I 
began to want to learn much more about how violence affects 
learning and about how to support learning. 

I designed a research study to probe deeper. National Literacy 
Secretariat funding gave me the opportunity to embark on the 
study and to travel across Canada listening to literacy workers and 
trauma therapists in a wide range of settings. My journey began to 
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interweave with Mary Norton’s and Judy Murphy’s when Mary 
took on the task of setting up focus groups in Alberta and, along 
with Judy, participated in the Edmonton focus group on the issue. 
Eventually—after much rich input, discussion and analysis, and 
one-on-one conversatons in groups and online—this research led 
to the book, Too scared to learn: Women, violence and education 
(Horsman, 1999). 

The book became a starting point for more research and for 
projects that would try to put into practice in adult education 
programs what I thought I was learning through this research. My 
work continued to intertwine with Mary’s and Judy’s during these 
years as I travelled to Alberta to collect more data, check out 
analyses, and offer workshops. One key finding was that, in the 
face of violence, it is important to teach to the whole person— 
body, mind, emotion and spirit—recognizing that each part could 
be damaged by violence, and that each can either block or support 
learning. Although I recognized this intellectually in my 
workshops, I was still talking and engaging the analytical mind 
(mine and others)—not teaching holistically and drawing on the 
whole person. In Saskatchewan, a wise elder pointed out this 
contradiction, and I felt challenged to learn how to teach 
differently. 

I began to see that the work Mary and Judy were doing with art 
and music to engage students in a process of reflective learning 
was an important piece I was not yet exploring. In a New England 
project where I co-led training, adult educators in many different 
settings tried making changes to support learners who had 
experienced violence (Morrish, Horsman and Hofer, 2002). 
Creative approaches, along with naming the presence of violence, 
became central in all the educators’ work. They used quilting, 
collage, yoga, meditation, and creative writing in their programs 
and learned that this creative exploration can make an enormous 
difference for learning. Bringing in flowers, food, and everything 
possible to create beautiful and nurturing classrooms, the 
educators learned that these apparent “frills” were actually 
fundamental to support learning for women who were all too 
familiar with violence, poverty and making do, but who had little 
experience of expansiveness, hope and possibility. 

When Mary attended the final institute of the New England 
project, which showcased educators’ insights and the practical 
changes they had made, she began to see the potential of 
integrating my focus on supporting learning in the face of violence 
with the exploration of creative approaches to learning that she 
and Judy had been pursuing. 
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MarMarMarMarMary’y’y’y’y’s Paths Paths Paths Paths Path

I first met Jenny during a summer visit to Nova Scotia, about the 
time that she was doing her thesis research. Our paths continued 
to cross during the 1990s at conferences and through a national 
project to facilitate workshops about teaching literacy from a 
feminist perspective (Nonesuch, 1996). In my work as a 
coordinator and facilitator at The Learning Centre, I was aware of 
the presence of violence in learners’ lives and had followed Jenny’s 
writings on the topic. Getting involved in Jenny’s research was an 
opportunity to reflect and learn, with others, about how to shape 
my practice to account for experiences of violence. 

Meanwhile, I had met Moon Joyce, a Toronto-based singer, 
educator and artist, whom I later contracted to facilitate a two-day 
“Getaway” for participants at The Learning Centre. On the first day 
of the Getaway, I participated and watched, amazed, as Moon drew 
30 people together in song. The next day, during a writing 
workshop, I noticed how readily people wrote and rose to share 
their writing with the group. I became curious about how singing 
seemed to have prepared people for the writing. I resolved to find 
out more about possible connections between singing and 
learning. 

By this time, I had started to sing again myself, sparked in part by 
meeting Moon. I had grown up singing and had introduced 
singing in my earlier work as a children’s librarian, but I had sung 
less and less as I moved into other work and studies. Following the 
Getaway, I facilitated a new Challenges group with women at The 
Learning Centre. The participants identified “speaking up” as an 
issue they wanted to address. I took on the challenge of leading 
singing with the group and, later, with the group’s support, at a 
second Getaway. 

By now I had met Judy, who coordinated the Alternative Learning 
Program (ALP), and we had begun to run together. During our 
runs, we explored our respective interests in using singing and art 
as avenues for learning, and the idea for a Drawing out the Self 
(Norton and Murphy, 2001) project came together. In 2000, Judy 
and I introduced a bi-weekly Drawing out the Self 2 course with 
women from The Learning Centre and ALP. That course and a 
subsequent one, in the fall of 2001, provided context to research 

2 The Drawing out the self project was funded by the Edmonton Community Adult 
Learning Association (ECALA). The research was carried out as part of the 
RiPAL Network project, which was funded by the National Literacy Secretariat, 
Human Resources Development Canada, in partnership with Alberta Learning. 
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how singing, art and movement help women explore different 
ways of knowing and learning. In interviews, women who had 
completed the course talked about how art helped them think and 
see things more clearly, express themselves, and open up. They 
commented that singing boosted their self-esteem and how, in 
some cases, songs became mantras for getting through tough 
times or provided words to express feelings. 

Our learning and continuing interest in the Drawing out the Self 
process led Judy and me to imagine a project where we could 
support and encourage other facilitators to explore the use of 
creative learning approaches in literacy programs. Meanwhile, in 
the fall of 2001, I had begun working with a group of women at 
The Learning Centre on an action research project about 
community resources and services. As it happened, all of the 
women in this group had participated in one of the Drawing out 
the Self courses, and we continued to use art and singing as ways 
of connecting and exploring in this group. As women identified 
resources they knew about, some also told about how they had 
had to access those resources, such as social services (welfare) or 
the food bank, after they had left abusive partners. One story led 
to another, and it soon became clear that all of the women in the 
group had experienced or were experiencing violence in their 
lives. 

During the time I was working with the women’s group, I 
attended the final institute of the New England project that Jenny 
described (see p. 5). While engaged in an arts-based activity 
during the institute—I was doing embroidery—I mused about the 
women’s group at The Learning Centre and their experiences of 
violence, about the Drawing out the Self work that Judy and I were 
doing, and about Jenny’s work and the New England project. As I 
stitched away, I decided to talk with the women at The Learning 
Centre about how the issue of violence had been coming up each 
week, and about whether they wanted to focus their research in 
that area.3 I also began to imagine a project that would build on 
Jenny’s research and practice, the New England Project, and Judy’s 
and my work with creative approaches. In an “aha” moment, 
violence and learning, which had been a backdrop in the Drawing 
out the Self work, shifted to centre stage. 

3 The action research group at The Learning Centre decided to research 
resources and services for women who were experiencing or had experienced 
violence. In preparing for the research, they continued to share stories, from 
which they developed a presentation about violence and learning. They made 
the presentation to literacy educators and learners, community health workers 
and staff in community agencies. I continued to work and learn with this group 
throughout the VALTA Project. 
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Judy’Judy’Judy’Judy’Judy’s Paths Paths Paths Paths Path

As a visual and kinesthetic learner, I have been passionately 
interested in how art and movement could be used as non-verbal 
ways of expressing feelings and thoughts. I have been curious 
about how art and movement can increase understanding of 
ourselves, act as a healing power, or simply invite creative fun. The 
VALTA project provided an opportunity to not only explore these 
aspects further but to have them intertwine with work and 
explorations that Jenny and Mary have done. 

The story of my involvement with VALTA began when I was 
coordinating the Alternative Learning Program (ALP), a literacy 
and academic upgrading program at the Edmonton John Howard 
Society. At this time, events and opportunities for putting ideas 
into action combined to bring Jenny and Mary into my work and 
life. 

When I was at ALP, four women in the space of one month 
experienced physical abuse from their partners. Feeling concern 
for these women and unsure of how to offer the best kind of 
support, other participants in the program suggested that all the 
women in ALP be invited to a series of meetings to talk about 
issues of violence. We met weekly over pizza lunches to share 
stories, discuss how to be supportive, and learn more about the 
topic of violence. We invited staff members from the Victims’ 
Assistance Program and Family Violence Prevention Centre to 
share their expertise. One woman initiated the development of a 
resource binder about community support groups for the 
classroom. For me, the awareness that I had of violence being part 
of the fabric of our learning environment at ALP moved from its 
place of silence into the public arena, in a way that was positive 
and needed. Serendipitously, at about this time, I joined the focus 
groups that Jenny led in Edmonton. I began to see the overt and 
covert types of violence experienced by some of the ALP 
participants as part of a larger social picture. 

2With an interest in providing a wholistic approach to learning and 
having the intention of bringing balance to ALP’s programming, I 
began to make space for experiences that responded to body, 
mind, emotions and spirit. ALP participants, staff and I began 
participating in three-day camping and hiking trips to the 
mountains; playing volleyball and baseball; skating; doing 
visualization and breath work; writing creatively; and doing yoga, 
photography, drama, drawing and singing. At this time, holistic 
learning activities were offered as independent activities. It was 
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later when Mary and I began working with groups of women in 
Drawing out the Self that I began to pay more attention to how these 
activities—breath work, movement, art, and music—could be 
integrated and woven into the fabric of what we were already doing 
in our programs, courses and workshops. 

From 2000 to 2001, I coordinated the Women’s Journeys in Self-
Discovery project, hosted jointly by the Edmonton John Howard 
Society and the Elizabeth Fry Society of Edmonton. This project 
invited women who were either involved with the correctional 
system or at risk of being involved into an integrated literacy and 
life-skills program. It offered a variety of learner-directed 
approaches for personal exploration and growth. Mary was the 
project’s evaluator, and we had ample opportunity to discuss the 
project, our work with women, participatory approaches to 
learning, issues of violence (named but not explored in the project) 
and wholistic activities. Our early morning runs created both place 
and space to weave ideas, dream dreams of ideal programs and 
share our respective interests in music and art. 

As the Women’s Journeys in Self-Discovery project was winding 
down, Mary and I were ready to facilitate Drawing out the Self, a 
research in practice project that invited women into learning 
through art, movement and music. Through Drawing out the Self,  I 
was excited to learn more about aspects of art and movement that 
held fascination for me, in particular how to invite people to come 
into “voice” through non-verbal, creative activities. Women shared 
their experiences of participating in art-making and movement. Art 
and movement encouraged women to open up and express their 
feelings. It helped them to access their inner knowledge and at 
times brought unconscious thought to the surface. Women 
commented on the art: (It) helped me to think and see things a little 
better. It helps me open up to people. They said that movement relaxes 
the body. It gets you in the mood to try to get to the next step. As with 
the Women’s Journeys project, issues of violence were felt or heard 
but were not a focus of the project. 

With hindsight, I understand now that the work at ALP, Women’s 
Journeys, Drawing out the Self, exploring wholistic approaches to 
learning, Jenny’s research in violence and learning, Mary’s research 
at The Learning Centre with music, women and learning, and my 
own passions about art and movement in learning were like pieces 
of a collage. As separate images, they all had value and meaning. 
Drawn together as they were in VALTA, they created a more 
comprehensive and expanded picture and offered new levels of 
understanding. 
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Developing the ProjectDeveloping the ProjectDeveloping the ProjectDeveloping the ProjectDeveloping the Project

Following the New England institute which Jenny and Mary 
attended, we began to spin and test the ideas that we eventually 
wove into the VALTA Project. In January 2002, Mary discussed the 
idea of a provincial project about violence and learning with 
National Literacy Secretariat staff members who encouraged us to 
prepare a project proposal. We were excited to have Literacy 
Coordinators of Alberta (now Literacy Alberta) sponsor the 
proposal in partnership with The Learning Centre Literacy 
Association, as this broadened the scope of the Project beyond a 
single program. We hoped to work with literacy and adult 
educators from a range of settings. 

In February, Jenny facilitated three workshops in Edmonton about 
violence and learning4—one with staff from community agencies, 
one with literacy and ESL educators, and one with women from 
literacy and adult education programs. Encouraged by the 
response to the workshops and with the workshop processes 
providing a context, we began to write a proposal. We wanted to 
build on previous research and practice about violence and 
learning, explore creative approaches to learning, and use research 
in practice to develop new understandings of effective literacy 
practice. 

We also wanted to keep the goal of supporting learning central to 
the Project, while continuing to understand that it is vital to break 
silences about violence in order to focus on learning.5 We were 
aware that some educators firmly believe that the topic of violence 
should not be approached lest it open a “can of worms.” There is a 
fear that educators will head into the terrain of therapy with no 
boundaries, unleashing horrific tales of violence that have been 
waiting to be told. However, we have learned that when we 
recognize the impact of violence on learning and look at the 
intersections with therapy, clearer boundaries can be created and 
the detailed stories of violence are usually told less often. 
Throughout the Project, we aimed to address issues of violence in 
ways that made it more possible to focus on successful learning 
and avoid sliding into therapy or detailing experiences of violence 
in the classroom.

4 Registration fees and a grant from Edmonton CommunityAdult Learning 
Association (ECALA) made it possible to hold the workshop.
5 Jenny’s research has led her to argue that it is vital to address the impacts of 
violence on learning if we are to support learning for all (e.g., Horsman, 1999, 
2001a, Morrish et. al. 2002). 
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With these ideas and beliefs in mind, we planned two key cycles for 
the Project. In the first cycle, a workshop and an online course 
would provide opportunities for in-depth learning and reflection 
about violence and learning, and about how to support learning. In 
the second cycle, participants would be supported to extend their 
learning by doing Changing Practices research in practice projects. 
Throughout the Project, we also planned to work with participants 
to raise awareness about violence and learning, make connections 
with people involved in related work, and share what we had 
learned through conferences, workshops, newsletters, and this 
publication. We were very excited when our funding proposal for 
the Project was approved. 

Inviting ParticipantsInviting ParticipantsInviting ParticipantsInviting ParticipantsInviting Participants
In May 2002, we co-facilitated a two-day workshop to introduce the 
VALTA Project and invite participation. We also developed a booklet 
about the Project, sent it to literacy and adult educators across the 
province, and invited people who wanted to participate to send in 
an application form that described their interests in the Project. 

Eleven women6  answered the invitation to participate. Others 
expressed interest but were unable to become involved at the time 
because of prior commitments. Two women who applied had to 
withdraw at the start of the Project because of changes in their 
circumstances, so nine women participated in the first cycle. At the 
time, these women worked in one or more areas of adult literacy, 
adult education, and special education; and as coordinators, 
administrators, group leaders and consultants. They lived and 
worked throughout Alberta, in cities, towns and villages. Together, 
we ranged in age from mid-20s to 60s. 

The women were drawn to the VALTA Project because they were 
familiar with the idea that violence affects learning. They had heard 
stories of violence from students with whom they had worked. 
Some had firsthand experience with violence. Their knowledge, 
experiences and desires to make a difference were starting points 
for learning together. 

6 The Project was not limited to women participants, but only women applied. 
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The VALTA Course and WorkshopsThe VALTA Course and WorkshopsThe VALTA Course and WorkshopsThe VALTA Course and WorkshopsThe VALTA Course and Workshops
We knew from numerous workshops that it is difficult to introduce 
quickly the topics of violence and learning in enough depth to 
acknowledge the extent of the issues, understand the impacts, and 
explore practical approaches to address the problems. It is also hard 
to focus on all these aspects in short workshops, and they can easily 
become overwhelming. In planning the Project, we dreamed of 
drawing educators together to take an intensive longer-term course. 
Knowing that people from around the province would not be able to 
meet face-to-face on a regular basis, we planned a 12-week online 
course. Given the topic, we also knew that it was vital to include 
some face-to-face meetings, so we began the course with a two-and­
a-half-day residential workshop. We also met in other workshops 
during the second cycle of the Project. With Jenny taking the lead in 
designing and facilitating the course, the three of us worked closely 
to develop and co-facilitate the workshops. (The course outline and 
description of activities are included in Appendix 1 and a sample 
course module is found in Appendix 2.) 

Participants began the course with initial readings on the issue of 
violence and came together for the first workshop with some 
trepidation. Although some of us knew at least one or two other 
participants, many of us were meeting each other for the first time. 
During the workshop, we began to share and further our thinking 
about violence, prepare for the online course, and get to know each 
other. As facilitators we sought to set a supportive tone of curious 
questioning about every aspect of the experience and a sense of a 
shared journey of exploration and learning. 

From October 2002 to the following January, we and the participants 
“talked” to each other online as we challenged ourselves to deepen 
our understandings of how violence affects learning. We looked at 
the hidden impacts of violence and the value of moving the issue 
into the light by acknowledging the presence of violence in many 
women’s lives and its inevitable impact on learning in diverse 
situations. We considered ways to create conditions and content for 
learning by acknowledging spirit, emotions, body and mind and the 
role each can play to block or enhance learning. We explored the 
complexity of control, connection and meaning in the face of 
violence and the importance of each for learning. We looked at the 
importance of self-care in the face of the costs of bearing witness to 
violence or the effects of violence. 

A range of activities encouraged us all to bring our whole selves to 
the process of learning about these issues and to explore creative 

12 VALTA 



7 In planning the research in practice cycle, we drew from the experiences and 
resources of the RiPAL Network project. This project supported literacy and adult 
educators to do research about their practice and included an online course, 
workshops and meetings. For information, go to: http://www.nald.ca/ripal
8 The Project budget included funds for stipends for doing the Changing Practices 
projects. Funds could be used to pay participants’ time, and for supplies and 
resources related to the project. In general, funds allocated to participants’ time did 
not begin to cover the actual time they spent on their projects. 

ways to deepen our understanding. We explored various ways of 
“knowing” through exercises with movement, sound, visual media, 
creative writing, observation and reflection, as well as the more usual 
analytical reading and discussion. Online, we were able to share our 
thoughts about our learning through this exploration. The next 
chapter provides more detail about the creative approaches we 
explored, along with other approaches we introduced to support 
learning. 

7Supporting Research in PracticeSupporting Research in PracticeSupporting Research in PracticeSupporting Research in PracticeSupporting Research in Practice 
Although valuing the opportunity to teach and learn through the 
online course, we were excited by the idea that Project participants 
could do more than learn approaches that had already been 
developed. During the course, we had read research about violence 
and learning and reflected on how it related to our practices (Horsman 
and Norton, 1999). The Changing Practices projects were an 
opportunity for participants to do research themselves. We saw these 
projects as a way for participants to explore an area of practice, to 
examine its effects systematically, and then to share what they had 
learned with others. Eight participants from the first cycle of the 
Project decided to take this opportunity. 

In a January 2003 workshop, participants reviewed what they had 
learned from the course and began to plan their projects. They worked 
on their own and talked with each other and us about an area of 
practice that they wanted to explore. They mused about related ideas 
and questions on which they wanted to shine a light. We didn’t worry 
about honing in on specific research questions, knowing that 
questions would emerge and shift along each project’s way. Each 
participant received a copy of A Traveler’s Guide to Literacy Research in 
Practice (Norton, 2003). Back home, participants prepared a brief 
proposal and began developing a budget.8 

As people worked on their projects, we continued to communicate 
online. Participants described their projects and reported on 
developments. We posted and responded to questions about research. 
In particular, we explored notions and approaches to “informed 
consent,” drawing from published resources and a conversation

The Project 13 

http://www.nald.ca/ripal


with people experienced in community-based, qualitative research. 
We also explored ideas about the “lenses” we each bring to our 
research, and about how these lenses and our various identities 
shape what we see and hear in our research. Judy and Mary also 
visited with Project participants to hear about their research, discuss 
processes and options as needed and, in some cases, to take part in 
project activities and meet the women involved. These visits also 
provided Judy and Mary with a sense of the geography and context 
for each participant’s work. 

By May, most participants had completed their projects and data 
collection and it was time to move onto analysis and writing. This 
was the focus of the third workshop. By the fall, participants had 
prepared drafts which we shared and read before a final workshop 
in November. Drafts were revised and completed in the following 
months, with face-to-face and online feedback and support from 
Jenny, Judy and Mary. 

Writing the research reports—and providing support for the 
writing—was challenging and time-consuming in a range of ways. In 
the May workshop, taking a lead from participants who had 
facilitated writing groups, we brainstormed fears about writing and 
ways to address them. In providing feedback, we struggled with 
questions related to authorship and with expectations about “what 
counts” in the field of published research. For instance, in one case, 
we found that we could not “hear” an author in her writing. We 
knew her to be a warm, engaged and present facilitator, and this was 
not coming through in her report. In talking with her, we learned 
that she had purposely distanced herself, thinking that was what was 
called for in a research report. 

Our feedback process entailed fairly detailed suggestions about 
analyzing and organizing, along with some editing. This level of 
feedback likely reflected our awareness that the reports would be 
published, that they would be “out there” for all to read. In 
providing this feedback, we wanted to help shine a light on what 
each participant had learned, but we were also mindful about not 
assuming the authority of the work and not imposing our voices. 
Sometimes we encouraged authors to dig deeper in their analysis, 
also mindful that this would require more time and energy. 
Participants were gracious about receiving feedback, and some 
shared how they felt about it. A couple said that as this was their first 
time doing research, they hadn’t had any previous models for 
writing. 

In any case, the writing and feedback process entailed an ever-
stretching deadline, which both supported and challenged 
participants. Some participants were not able to complete their 
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projects or the writing, as demands of life and work intervened. As 
we celebrate the writing of five participants, we also want to 
acknowledge the work of all the participants, and the insights and 
learning they shared along the way. 

In chapters that follow, you will read about how five VALTA Project 
participants explored ways to create environments for learning in 
their Changing Practices projects. In the context of co-facilitating a 
women’s writing group, Laurie Kehler observed and reflected on the 
ways that she applied what she had learned from VALTA to her work 
as a facilitator. As a co-facilitator with Laurie, Janet Bauer focused on 
the various ways that she and Laurie created a safe space for learning. 
Heather Ward also facilitated a women’s group, using creative 
approaches to prompt and support reflection on self-concept. Brenda 
Squair drew from VALTA resources to plan and facilitate two 
workshops for practitioners about violence and learning. While 
focusing on breaking the silence and strategies for tutoring, Brenda 
found herself reflecting on the process of facilitating the workshops 
while “living beside” her own experiences of violence. For her 
project, Fay Holt Begg embarked on a personal exploration of holistic 
learning. She observed and reflected on changes in herself and on the 
resulting shifts in how she worked with learners and tutors in her 
literacy program. We hope that reading the chapters will encourage 
you to explore or continue to explore ways to support learning in 
literacy programs for all learners. 

Broadening AwarenessBroadening AwarenessBroadening AwarenessBroadening AwarenessBroadening Awareness
Part of the intention of VALTA was to broaden interest and awareness 
of the issues of violence and learning. Newsletters, workshops and 
displays at the Alberta Provincial Literacy Conferences9 and a 
workshop and display at the Research in Practice Institute in 
Newfoundland10 served to raise the profile of the issues. Working 
with an advisory committee also helped link adult literacy and anti­
violence work. 

With VALTA Project participants and the steadfast support of the 
conference organizer, we were able to include a series of workshops 
in the 2003 Provincial Literacy Conference (PLC). Through the 
workshops, we shared what we had learned from the Changing 
Practices projects and about using creative approaches. Together

9 The Provincial Literacy Conference is sponsored by Literacy Alberta (http:// 
www.literacyalberta.ca
1 0  Three of the VALTA participants presented a workshop about their Changing 
Practices projects at the Research in Practice Institute in St John’s, NFLD 2003. For a 
report on the Institute, go to http://www.nald.ca/ripal 

The Project 15 

http://www.literacyalberta.caThreeoftheVALTAparticipantspresentedaworkshopabouttheirChangingPracticesprojectsattheResearchinPracticeInstitutein
http://www.literacyalberta.caThreeoftheVALTAparticipantspresentedaworkshopabouttheirChangingPracticesprojectsattheResearchinPracticeInstitutein
http://www.literacyalberta.caThreeoftheVALTAparticipantspresentedaworkshopabouttheirChangingPracticesprojectsattheResearchinPracticeInstitutein
http://www.literacyalberta.caThreeoftheVALTAparticipantspresentedaworkshopabouttheirChangingPracticesprojectsattheResearchinPracticeInstitutein
http://www.nald.ca/ripal


these workshops created a presence that helped to draw attention to the 
issue of violence and learning. Even those who didn’t choose to attend 
the workshops were aware of them. 

Aware of the challenges of communicating the importance of the issues 
of violence and learning to people who aren’t already curious about this 
topic, we also set up a resource room at the 2003 PLC. The room 
provided an opportunity for conference participants to get a sense of 
the kinds of approaches that we had been exploring to support 
learning, to visit with Project participants and us, and to check out 
reading materials and a broad range of other resources. (More about the 
resource room is included in the next chapter.) In addition to these 
activities, Project participants shared what they had learned about 
violence and learning in their programs and communities in various 
ways. 

PathwaPathwaPathwaPathwaPathwayyyyys Leading out of thes Leading out of thes Leading out of thes Leading out of thes Leading out of the
VALTA ProjectVALTA ProjectVALTA ProjectVALTA ProjectVALTA Project
As the end of the VALTA Project drew near, we began to imagine how 
the approaches and learning could be woven into the fabric of 
professional development. We have each been exploring how to create 
supportive environments and incorporate creative approaches for 
workshops, focus groups, courses and meetings that we facilitate. We 
hope that the VALTA course will be offered again in the future, but we 
advocate that the topics of violence and learning be addressed directly 
and indirectly at all levels of professional development for literacy and 
adult educators, and in turn in all learning programs. 
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